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I SIT ACROSS THE MAHOGANY table from Richard as he reviews the documents I've prepared. The Philadelphia morning light filters through the blinds, illuminating the conference room. The starched fabric of my dress shirt feels strange after a month of t-shirts and jeans on the farm.



"So this is it, huh?" Richard looks up, his bushy eyebrows raised in that way they do when he's trying to hide disappointment. "Twenty years of accounting and eighteen years of Taylor & Whitman, and you're trading spreadsheets for... what did you call them? Floribundas?"



"Among others." I can't help but smile. "Hybrid teas, grandifloras, climbers."



"Right." He leans back in his chair. "Never thought I'd lose you to flowers, Greg."



It's been exactly one week since I returned to Philadelphia from California. And every day, I find myself explaining to puzzled colleagues and clients who can't fathom why anyone would abandon a successful accounting practice for rose farming. The truth is more complicated than just flowers, but I keep those details to myself.



"Let's talk about Nathan," I say, redirecting our conversation to the transition plan. "He's handled my clients exceptionally well while I was away."



Richard nods, removing his glasses to clean them with his pocket square—a ritual he performs when shifting mental gears. "The kid's got talent, I'll give him that. Two years with us and he's already thinking five steps ahead."



"He deserves senior associate, at minimum. I've drafted the promotion letter." I slide a folder across the table. "Effective immediately, if you agree."



"With a corresponding salary adjustment, I assume?" Richard thumbs through the proposal, his lips pursed.



"Fifteen percent increase. It's still well below what he'd command elsewhere, but I think the work-life balance we offer holds value for him."



Richard makes a small noise of agreement. "Given his background in teaching, I think he appreciates our more... humane approach." He taps the folder thoughtfully. "Once he wraps up his CPA, I’ll consider making him a partner.”



This surprises me although it’s a reasonable idea. "You sure? We haven't brought on a new partner since..."



"Since Gary walked out with the Hemsworth portfolio?" Richard grimaces at the memory. "That was, what, seven years ago now?"



"Eight," I correct, remembering the betrayal that soured us both on expansion. "And before that, we had David and his midlife crisis."



"And Teresa with her coastal relocation." Richard sighs. “And now, you and your rose farm.”



“I’m sorry,” I say, chuckling. “I hope Nathan will stick around for a while.”



"He should. He's thirty-six, settled with a family, switched careers deliberately. Not some fresh-faced MBA looking to build a resume before jumping ship." Richard replaces his glasses.



I consider this. Nathan Baker came to us after ten years teaching high school math—a career change sparked by budget cuts and a recognition that his analytical mind could earn more in the private sector. In many ways, he represents the kind of stability we've sought but rarely found in younger accountants.



"Let's accelerate his client exposure over the next month,” I say, relieved that Richard has found a potential business partner before I leave the firm, not to mention the choice being Nathan, someone I approve of. “By the time I'm fully transitioned out, he should—"



My phone dings, the sound interrupting my train of thought. I ignore it, but a second notification follows almost immediately. Then a third.



"Popular this morning," Richard observes with a half-smile.



"Sorry." I reach for my phone, intending to silence it, but my eyes catch the notification.



A message from Aria.



My heart does a small, traitorous leap. It's early morning in California—what could be so urgent that she's messaging me during work hours?



I tap the notification, and her photo fills my screen: a selfie taken in the rose fields, her copper-red hair ablaze in the morning sun, green eyes crinkled at the corners from her smile. She's wearing one of those loose t-shirts she favors for fieldwork, a smudge of dirt on one freckled cheek. Behind her, rows of roses stretch toward the mountains.



Something in my chest tightens with an ache that's become familiar over the past week.



"Everything okay?" Richard asks, interrupting my momentary trance.



"Fine." I set the phone face down, forcing my attention back to the matter at hand. "Just California business."



A knowing look crosses Richard's face. "The 'business' that's stealing you away from us?"



I clear my throat. "As I was saying about Nathan's client transition—"



We spend the next thirty minutes reviewing accounts and discussing which clients might need extra attention during the handover. Richard has already begun introducing Nathan to some of my longest-standing clients, easing the path.



"The Peterson audit will need your remote input," Richard notes, making an annotation on his legal pad. "They specifically asked."



"I can handle that from California," I assure him. "And the Lattimer Group's quarterly review."



Richard studies me over the rim of his glasses. "You're really sure about this, Greg? Twenty years is a long time to walk away from. The firm has your name on the door."



My phone vibrates against the table. I ignore it, meeting Richard's gaze steadily.



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



Richard holds my gaze for another moment before nodding slowly. "Well then. I suppose we should toast to new beginnings. Dinner at Guillermo's before you go? For old times' sake?"



"Absolutely." I stand, gathering my papers. "Next week? I should be finished clearing out my office by then."



"It's a date." Richard rises, extending his hand. When I take it, he pulls me into a brief, uncharacteristic hug. "I'm happy for you, Greg. Whatever—or whoever—is waiting for you out there must be special."



I feel a warmth in my chest, an uncomfortable heat that I recognize as both gratitude and impatience. "They are."











Back in my office, I begin the task of sorting through nearly two decades of accumulated files, trinkets, and memories. The shelves behind my desk are lined with finance textbooks I haven't opened in years, collecting dust alongside framed certificates and awards from industry associations. Photos from firm retreats and client appreciation events populate one wall—smiling faces at golf tournaments, holiday parties, and charity galas.



It's strange how a life that once felt so substantial now seems so... temporary. Like I've been living in a waiting room all these years.



I pull a banker's box from the supply closet and begin filling it methodically, pausing occasionally over items that trigger particular memories. A paperweight from our tenth-anniversary celebration. A thank-you card from a client whose business we helped save during the recession.



My phone vibrates in my pocket again. This time, I retrieve it immediately.



Waiting for an answer... Do you miss me?
 Aria's text reads.



I chuckle, glancing at my half-packed office. It feels like a lifetime ago that I was standing among the roses with her, though it's been only a week.



Yes
 , I type back.
 I miss you.



The reply comes instantly, as if she's been staring at her phone waiting: another photo. This one makes my breath catch.



It's clearly from last night—Aria and Kaia in bed together, naked from what I can see. Aria is spooning Kaia from behind, their bare legs tangled in sheets, Aria's hand boldly cupping Kaia's breast. Both women are looking at the camera with bedroom eyes, Aria's lips curved in that mischievous smile that's gotten me into so much trouble.



We miss you too
 , reads the caption.



Blood rushes south so fast I feel momentarily lightheaded. I grip the edge of my desk, cursing silently. These two will be the death of me.



Behave
 , I text back, my fingers slightly unsteady.
 I'll call when I get home.



Three dots appear immediately, then:
 Can't wait. Hurry home, Daddy.



I shove the phone back into my pocket, adjusting my stance and willing my body to calm down. My life in Philadelphia suddenly feels like a dream, and California—with its roses and remarkable women—is the only reality that matters.
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Nathan sits across from me, his notebook open, pen poised above the paper like a conductor ready to lead an orchestra. He's wearing what I've come to recognize as his serious learning outfit: a blue button-down with sleeves rolled precisely to mid-forearm, no tie, and those tortoiseshell glasses he only wears when he's absorbing new information. The intensity of his focus almost makes me laugh—I was never that eager, even when I was new.



"So the Briarwood Holdings audit follows a modified timeline because of their fiscal year," I explain, sliding a folder across my desk. "They'll need their preliminary numbers by February, not April."



"Got it." Nathan makes a note, his handwriting precise and compact—a former teacher's penmanship. "And is there a reason we start their process in December rather than January?"



"Their CFO takes the entire month of January off every year. Some kind of sabbatical in Thailand." I shrug. "We adapted our schedule years ago. It's all in the engagement letter."



Nathan nods, making another note. "What about the Zennor Group? Richard mentioned they can be... particular."



I can't help but smile at the diplomatic phrasing. "Mrs. Zennor founded the company in 1978 and still signs every check personally. She expects quarterly in-person meetings, not phone calls, and she'll offer you these horrible butterscotch candies that taste like they've been in her desk since the Reagan administration."



"And I should eat them?" Nathan asks, looking slightly alarmed.



"If you value the account, yes." I lean back in my chair. "But more importantly, bring physical copies of everything. She doesn't trust 'the cloud' and won't look at digital files."



Nathan continues to write, filling his notebook with the accumulated wisdom of my years with these clients. We've been at it for over an hour, and he hasn't flagged once. It's why Richard and I both see partner potential in him—that rare combination of technical skill and genuine interest in client relationships.



"Listen, Nathan," I say, shifting to a more personal tone, "you've got the technical side down cold. Your work on the Bryson audit while I was away was flawless."



He looks up, his expression cautiously pleased. "Really?"



"Really. But the most important thing with these long-term clients isn't the numbers—it's trust. They need to know you understand their business, their concerns, even their quirks."



"Like Mrs. Zennor's butterscotch candies," he says with a small smile.



"Exactly." I nod. "Richard's already told you we're promoting you to senior associate, effective immediately. But between us, if you get your CPA wrapped up in the next year, partnership is a real possibility."



Nathan's pen stops moving. He looks at me with surprise that quickly turns to something else—determination, maybe.



"I... Thank you. That's... wow." He adjusts his glasses, a nervous habit I've noticed before. "I have just two more courses to take and I'll be eligible to sit for the first exam in six months."



"I know," I reply. "I've been keeping track."



He studies me for a moment, then asks the question I've been waiting for. "Can I ask why you're leaving? If it's not too personal."



I consider how to answer. The full truth—five women, a rose farm, a midlife realization that I've been sleepwalking through existence—seems inappropriate for a mentor-mentee conversation.



"Sometimes life offers you an unexpected path," I say carefully. "And if you're lucky, you recognize it for what it is: a chance to live more authentically."



Nathan nods slowly. "My wife said something similar when I left teaching. Everyone thought I was crazy to start over at thirty-four."



"And now?"



"Now they ask me to do their taxes for free." He grins, then grows serious again. "But I've never regretted it. Not once."



"That's what matters," I tell him, feeling a sudden kinship with this man who understands career pivots. "No regrets."











We wrap up our session with promises to meet again tomorrow for the Lattimer Group transition. As Nathan gathers his materials, there's a knock at my open door.



"Mail delivery," announces a cheerful voice.



Maggie stands in the doorway, her arms full of envelopes and packages. Her auburn hair is pulled into a messy bun, secured with what appears to be a pencil, and she's wearing a bright yellow cardigan over a floral dress—her usual colorful attire that somehow never crosses into unprofessional territory.



"I'll let you get to it," Nathan says, nodding politely to Maggie as he exits.



"Such a serious young man," Maggie comments as she enters, depositing my mail on the desk. Her eyes widen at the boxes scattered around the office. "So it's really happening, huh? You're leaving us for sunshine and flowers?"



"Afraid so," I confirm, sorting through the envelopes—mostly industry publications and a few remaining client communications that haven't been redirected to Nathan or Richard yet.



Maggie perches on the edge of my desk, something she's earned the right to do after nearly a decade as our receptionist. She's in her early forties, a single mother of two teenagers who has been the heart of our office since she arrived.



"Rose farming," she says, shaking her head in disbelief. "In California, no less. Gregory Taylor, certified plant killer, going agricultural."



I laugh, remembering the office fern she gave me three years ago that didn't survive the month. "I'll have help. Expert help."



"Mmm-hmm." She peers at me over her reading glasses, which hang from a beaded chain around her neck. "And would this 'expert help' happen to be about a lovely woman with a smile that turns your brain to mush?"



Heat creeps up my neck. "What makes you think there's a woman involved? Maybe I just fell in love with farming. Or California weather."



"Please." Maggie rolls her eyes. "I've worked with you for nine years, Greg. You don't do impulsive. You once spent three weeks researching coffee makers before buying one for the break room."



"It was an important decision," I protest weakly.



"And suddenly you're moving across the country, leaving the firm you built, to grow roses?" She leans forward, her expression knowing. "You came back from California a changed man. You smile at nothing. You actually said 'good morning' to everyone in the office on Tuesday—including the intern whom you threatened to fire if he wouldn’t stop checking his cell phone at work.”



I wince. "I sound like a jerk."



"My point is," Maggie continues, undeterred, "you've got that look."



"What look?"



"The 'I've been struck by lightning' look." She mimes being electrocuted, complete with sound effects. "The 'I've found my person' look. I had it once, before Marcus revealed himself to be a sentient trash fire."



I can't help but laugh at her description of her ex-husband. Maggie has never been one to mince words.



"So," she presses, "who is she? The woman who's inspired all this?" She waves her hand to encompass the boxes and the general upheaval of my life.



I sigh, accepting defeat. "Her name is Paula. She co-owns the rose farm,” I say, telling her a fragment of the truth.



Maggie's face lights up. "I knew it! Is she beautiful? Smart? Does she make you laugh? Tell me everything!"



"She's..." I search for words that won't reveal too much but will satisfy Maggie's curiosity. "She's remarkable. Strong. Kind. Beautiful, yes, but that's just the beginning. She built something amazing from nothing, and now I get to be part of it."



"Oh my god," Maggie breathes, pressing a hand to her chest. "That might be the most romantic thing I've ever heard you say. And I was there when you dictated that letter to the IRS about depreciation schedules."



I feel my face heating up again. "It's not—I'm not—"



"Yes, you are." She smiles warmly. "You're a romantic, Greg Taylor. You've just been hiding it under all those spreadsheets and tax codes. I always knew it was in there somewhere."



"You did not," I counter, but without heat.



"I did!" she insists. "Why do you think I kept trying to set you up with my friends? I knew once the right woman came along, all that pragmatic arithmetic would melt away."



I think about the women I've dated over the years, including the handful Maggie introduced me to. Nice women, accomplished women, women with whom I had pleasant dinners and adequate chemistry. None of them made me want to upend my entire existence.



None of them were Paula. Or Belle. Or Aria…



"Well," I say finally, "I guess I should thank you for believing in my hidden depths."



"You're welcome." Maggie stands, straightening her cardigan. "For what it's worth, I think it's wonderful. Life's too short to ignore love when it comes knocking."



She turns to leave but pauses at the door. "Oh, and Greg? This Paula woman? She's the lucky one."



Before I can respond, Maggie disappears down the hallway, leaving me with an unexpected lump in my throat. Weird. I’ve never cared so much about the people I work with. Could Maggie be right about the changes that are happening to me?
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The walk home takes seventeen minutes exactly, a journey I've made thousands of times through Center City's familiar grid. Summer has settled over Philadelphia, thick with warmth and the hum of cicadas. Hydrangeas bloom fat and blue along Rittenhouse Square, where café tables overflow and the air smells faintly of roasted peanuts and hot pavement.



My condo building stands where it always has, the converted textile factory's brick facade scrubbed clean decades ago, its arched windows reflecting the late afternoon sun. When I nod to the doorman at the front desk, his eyebrows raise slightly at my early return—5:03 PM, hours ahead of my usual crawl through the door.



"Early day, Mr. Taylor?" he asks, buzzing me through to the elevator bank.



"New priorities," I reply, which earns me a thoughtful look as the elevator doors close.



My key slides into the lock of my unit on the eighth floor, and I step into the space I've called home for twelve years. The late afternoon light streams through the wall of arched windows, painting long shadows across the polished concrete floors. The barrel-vaulted ceilings soar sixteen feet above, the original support beams preserved and integrated into the design. To my left, the open-concept kitchen gleams with barely-used stainless steel appliances and Carrara marble countertops. Beyond it, my living area is a careful curation of mid-century modern furniture, arranged to maximize the jaw-dropping view of City Hall and the downtown skyline.



When I bought this place, it felt like the ultimate achievement—2,000 square feet of urban sophistication that announced to the world that Gregory Taylor had arrived. I remember the pride I felt during that first dinner party, watching my guests' expressions as they took in the floor-to-ceiling windows, the custom lighting system, and the temperature-controlled wine wall. The realtor had called it "industrial chic meets luxury living," and I'd paid a premium for that exact combination.



I drop my briefcase on the kitchen island and loosen my tie, surveying my domain with new eyes. The space that once felt like a perfect expression of my success now seems... excessive. Empty. The cavernous ceiling I used to love now makes me feel small and isolated. The gleaming countertops are pristine because I rarely cook. The artfully arranged coffee table books about architecture and finance have never been opened.



I think of my cottage on the farm—the modest square footage, the worn but comfortable furniture, and the way the morning light filters through simple curtains. The cottage never felt empty, even when I was alone. Something about its proportions, its warmth, and its connection to the land outside made it feel like a home rather than a showcase.



Standing in my Philadelphia palace, I suddenly miss the farmhouse kitchen with its bubbling pots and the scent of whatever Belle was baking. I miss the hot spring. I even miss the creak of the porch chair.



Twelve years in this condo, and nothing in it holds a candle to one month in that cottage.



I haven't listed the unit for lease yet, though it's on my to-do list for the evening. The thought of strangers living in my space should bother me more than it does, but all I feel is impatience—another task to complete before I can return to California, to the farm, to Paula and her daughters.



To my new life.



My workout clothes are where I left them, folded neatly in the drawer of the built-in closet system that cost more than my first car. I change quickly and head to the small gym I've set up in what was meant to be a flex room. The equipment is top-of-the-line—a full rack of dumbbells, a cable machine, a Peloton bike—that arrived shortly after I moved in and has been used religiously ever since.



I work through my usual routine, pushing perhaps harder than necessary, as if I can somehow exhaust the restlessness I've felt since returning to Philadelphia. The familiar burn in my muscles brings some comfort, a reminder that some things remain constant even as everything else changes.



After an hour, I'm sufficiently exhausted and sweaty. I place an order through my phone for delivery from Golden Dragon, my go-to Chinese restaurant for the past decade. The woman who answers recognizes my voice and confirms my usual: steamed dumplings, kung pao chicken, and lo mein. "Twenty minutes," she promises, as she always does.



The shower in my en-suite bathroom is a marvel of modern plumbing—multiple jets, a rainfall showerhead, digital temperature controls. I stand under the hot spray, letting it pound against my shoulders, and find myself thinking of the cottage’s simple shower-tub combo and slightly temperamental water heater. There, a hot shower felt like a small victory. Here, it's just an expected luxury.



By the time I towel off and dress in a pair of lightweight drawstring cotton pants and a t-shirt, the doorbell rings announcing my dinner. I tip the delivery guy generously and carry the familiar white paper bags to my kitchen island. The containers inside release their steamy aromas as I open them: ginger, garlic, soy sauce, and chilies.



I eat standing at the counter, not bothering with a plate. The food is exactly as it always is—reliably good, predictably seasoned, utterly familiar. But something has changed. The flavors that once satisfied me now seem flat and one-dimensional. The sauce is too glossy and uniform—evidence of cornstarch and maybe MSG- not the kind of slow, careful reduction Belle used, where heat and patience did the thickening.



Belle's cooking. God, I miss it. The memory of her roast chicken with herbs from the kitchen garden makes my mouth water even as I'm eating. The way she'd whip up a simple pasta dish with vegetables from the garden, each ingredient tasting intensely of itself. Even her breakfast pancakes, slightly uneven in shape but perfect in texture, with maple syrup that came from actual trees rather than plastic bottles.



I set down my chopsticks, my appetite suddenly diminished. Without consciously deciding to, I reach for my phone and type a message to Belle.



How's everything going at the farm? Workshop setup progressing?



I stare at the sent message, feeling strangely vulnerable. It's a simple question, nothing revealing in it, and yet I find myself watching for the three dots that would indicate she's typing a response. Nothing appears.



Of course. It's around three in the afternoon in California. Belle is likely busy in the workshop with Aria and Hazel, making rose products or setting up equipment.



The labels had arrived via email two days ago—a perfect embodiment of what Belle had described. Vintage design with gold accents, the brand name "Petal Essence" in an elegant script. Aria's artistic talent had brought Belle's vision to life beautifully. They make a good team, those two, despite—or perhaps because of—their differences.



I store the leftover food in the fridge, knowing I'll probably forget it exists until the smell reminds me days later. My condo, once a point of pride, now feels like a waiting room—a place to exist until I can return to where I actually want to be.







I've just finished clearing the kitchen counter when I realize Belle still hasn't responded to my text. Instead of waiting, I decide to try FaceTiming her. My finger hovers over her name in my contacts, and I feel a ridiculous flutter of anticipation, like a teenager calling his crush rather than a grown man checking in on a partner. But Belle is so much more than that, and we both know it.



The FaceTime ring sounds three times before the screen flickers and Belle's face appears, a sheen of sweat covering her forehead. She's in the rose product workshop, her blonde hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, a few wisps escaping to frame her face. She's wearing a white shirt I don't recognize, and there's a smudge of something pink on her cheek.



"Gregory," she says, her voice warm despite the slightly harried look in her eyes. "I'm sorry I didn't respond to your text. We're in the middle of making the soaps."



"No problem," I assure her, settling onto one of the kitchen island stools. "Bad time?"



"Never for you." Her smile reaches her eyes, creating those tiny crinkles I've come to adore. "Let me show you what we've been doing."



The camera view wobbles as Belle turns her phone around. The room looks more or less as I last saw it: the rose water production line dominates the center of the room. But I also notice some brand new industrial shelving units lining the walls, already stocked with bottles, jars, and what look like raw ingredients in clear containers.



"Wow," I breathe. "You've been busy."



“Yup. Me and Hazel haven’t left the place since lunch. But we’re having fun.”



As she pans the phone, I spot Hazel at one of the work tables, bent over what looks like a large stainless steel pot. She's wearing protective goggles pushed up on her head, her short black hair tucked behind her ears in concentration. Steam rises from whatever she's stirring.



"What's she making?" I ask.



"Soap paste," Belle replies, moving closer to Hazel. "We're testing different formulations." She positions herself beside Hazel, who looks up briefly and waves with a gloved hand before returning to her careful stirring.



"I'm adding lye to the oils," Hazel explains without looking up. "It's the saponification process—basically turning fats into soap. You have to be careful with the lye because it's caustic."



"Hence the goggles," Belle adds. "Safety first."



I watch with fascination as Hazel continues to stir methodically. The mixture in the pot is gradually changing consistency, becoming thicker and taking on a glossy appearance.



"Once it reaches 'trace'—when it's thick enough that a dribble leaves a visible trail on the surface—we'll add the rose essential oil and dried petals," Belle explains, clearly having absorbed a considerable amount of soap-making knowledge. "Then it goes into the molds over there."



She turns the camera toward a row of rectangular molds lined up on another table. Some are already filled with a pale pink substance.



"Those are yesterday's batches," Belle continues. "After they set up overnight, we'll cut them into bars and move them to the curing racks."



The camera pans again to show what looks like a series of open shelves along one wall. A few bars of soap are already laid out there, each a different shade of pink or cream.



"Curing is when the soap fully hardens and mellows," Belle explains. "It takes about four to six weeks before they're ready to use or sell."



"That long?" I ask, surprised by the timeline.



"Good things take time," Belle says, and I can hear the smile in her voice.



She flips the camera back to her face, and I'm struck again by how at home she looks in this new role—confident, purposeful, slightly flushed from the work.



"We've got rose water already bottled, three dozen of them," she continues. "That process is much quicker. And Hazel has been experimenting with a rose petal bath salt that's promising."



"You two make a good team," I observe.



Belle's eyes flick over to Hazel, and there's a genuine fondness in her expression. "We do. We always have. And speaking of teams, the website is ready. It came together faster than expected."



"Really? That's fantastic."



"I'll text you the link after we hang up. It turned out beautifully—Mike's photos are stunning, and Liam did an amazing job with the layout. Even Mom was impressed, and you know how particular she is."



I do know. Paula's standards are exacting, whether for roses or business ventures. Her approval is not easily won.



"I can't wait to see it," I tell her honestly.



Belle looks off-camera briefly, then back to me. "I should get back to help Hazel with the next batch. She's ready to pour this one into the molds."



"Of course. Don't let me keep you."



She hesitates for a moment, then says quietly, "We miss you around here, Gregory."



Something warm unfurls in my chest. "I miss you too. All of you."



"Come home soon," she says, and then adds quickly, "Bye," before ending the call.



I stare at the blank screen for a moment, processing her words. Come home soon. Not "come back soon" but "come home." The distinction matters.



My fingers seem to dial Paula's number of their own accord. I need to hear her voice too, to complete this long-distance connection to what has become, in a startlingly short time, the center of my world.



Paula answers on the second ring, her face filling my screen. She's outside, the brim of her straw hat shading her eyes from the California sun. Behind her, I can see rows of roses stretching toward the mountains.



"There you are," she says, smiling. “How's Philadelphia treating you?"



"It's still standing," I reply. "Though I'm doing my best to extract myself from it as quickly as possible. How are you holding up?"



Paula adjusts her position, finding shade beneath what I recognize as the old oak near the eastern fields. "Busy, but good busy. Spoke to Derek, the guy from Precision Irrigation, and finally scheduled the installation. It’ll be on the tenth of January. Belle and I both think it’s the best time of the year for the project. The roses are fully dormant, pruning hasn’t started yet, and the weather isn’t too wet.”



"That's fantastic," I say, genuinely impressed. The irrigation system had been in planning stages when I left, a significant investment that should pay for itself within two years through water savings.



"And I've been working on the new section for Odette’s wedding flowers," Paula continues. "I've marked out about an acre on the north side near the farmhouse. Adrianna left it out from planting roses because she got more than she could handle. But it gets plenty of sunshine and is covered by the main irrigation line. should be perfect for dahlias, peonies, carnations, lavenders, baby’s breath, etc."



I nod, admiring her strategic thinking. “Have you hired the person in charge yet?” I ask, trying to recall the term. “The horticultural specialist?”



“I have, actually,” she says, smiling. “Her name is Sadie. She’s very experienced and has worked on a flower farm in Texas for many years.”



“Wonderful,” I say.



“Yup. She’s someone quite special…well, you’ll see. She shall be here in a few weeks. I’m getting the land ready in the meantime.” She pushes her hat back slightly, revealing more of her face. "Belle mentioned she just spoke with you. The workshop is coming along nicely, isn't it?"



"It's incredible. You must be proud of what she and Hazel have accomplished in such a short time."



Paula's expression softens. "I am. Both my girls have surprised me lately." She doesn't elaborate, but I know she's referring to the enthusiasm Belle and Aria have shown in promoting the farm and its products.



"And how are the farm tour plans progressing?" I ask.



"Kaia and Aria are working on it together—they've plotted out the walking route, identified talking points, and are developing what Kaia calls the 'narrative arc' of the tour." Paula chuckles. "They're focusing on your mother's story—how she transformed a vineyard into a successful rose farm when everyone said it couldn't be done."



"It's a great story," I agree. "Visitors will connect with it."



"Odette's been helping too," Paula adds. "She brings a perspective from the wine tourism angle that's been invaluable."



I raise an eyebrow in mock jealousy. "Sounds like Odette's over there quite a bit these days."



Paula laughs, the sound warming me even through the digital connection. "Don't tell me you're jealous of Odette. She's just making up for lost time, I think. Our friendship was important to both of us before..."



"Before she married your uncle for convenience," I finish, reciting the complicated history Paula had shared with me often during my last visit.



"Yes, well. Not only for convenience. Anyway, water under the bridge now." Paula's expression turns thoughtful. "Actually, Odette is heading east next week for a wine expo in Philadelphia. She might spend some time with you while she’s there."



"Really?" This surprises me. The prospect of having a visitor from the farm thrills me. "That would be... nice, actually."



"I told her you'd say that." Paula smiles. "She'll text you details once her schedule is confirmed."



"Will you come too?" I ask, already knowing the answer but hoping nonetheless.



Paula's expression turns regretful. "I wish I could, Gregory. But I can't leave the farm right now, especially with all the new projects happening."



"I understand," I say, because I do. Her commitment to the farm is part of what I admire about her.



"It won't be long before you're back here," she says softly. "Unless you're having second thoughts?"



"None," I reply firmly. "I miss you. I miss everyone." I gesture vaguely, encompassing not just Paula but everything she represents—the farm, her family, our future together.



"We miss you too," she says, and there's a weight to the 'we' that encompasses Belle and Aria as well. "It's strange how quickly you became essential to us."



"The feeling is mutual," I assure her, and it's true. In one short month, these women have become the center of my universe, the magnetic north to which my internal compass now points unerringly.



"Good," Paula says simply. "Then hurry back to us, Gregory. Your roses are waiting."










CHAPTER 4
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After ending the call with Paula, I turn my attention to the rental listing I've been procrastinating.



I pull my laptop from my briefcase, sit on the couch, and open a real estate website. Time to list this beautiful, empty shell of a home for lease, so someone else can appreciate its soaring ceilings and perfect views. Someone who doesn't yet know that spaces like these, impressive as they are, can't compare to a simple cottage surrounded by roses and filled with love.



The photos from the professional shoot I had done when I bought the place still look good—the condo hasn't changed much in twelve years, a testament either to timeless design or my own stagnation. I enter the details methodically: 2-bedroom loft in historic factory conversion, 2,000 square feet, all amenities included, available for 12-month lease minimum. I set the rent slightly below market value, prioritizing a quick transaction over maximum profit. And then I’m done: Another step toward California, the farm, and my new life.



My phone chimes with a text from Belle as I'm submitting the listing:
 Website is live! www.EnchantingRoses.com. Let me know what you think.



I click the link immediately, watching as my laptop screen fills with a stunning hero image—a panoramic view of rose fields at sunrise, the mountains purple in the background, and morning mist hovering just above the blooms. The logo floats above it in elegant script: "Enchanting Roses," with a subtle rose motif incorporated into the capital E. Clean, sophisticated, inviting.



I scroll down, admiring the professional layout. Liam has done excellent work translating our discussions into reality. I remember the day he and Mike visited the farm to plan the site and take photos—just two weeks ago, though it feels like another lifetime.



Belle and I had prepared a site plan in advance, outlining the necessary sections: wholesale information for commercial buyers, retail pages for individual customers, details about our growing practices, and the crucial "About Us" section that Liam insisted was vital.



"Customers connect with faces, with stories," he said. "They want to know who grows their roses and the hands that tend them."



Mike, the photographer, nodded in agreement. "We'll need individual portraits, group shots, and action photos of everyone working. Show the process and the care that goes into each bloom."



I recall how Aria flirted with Mike that day and how I fought an irrational surge of jealousy watching him direct her into various poses among the roses.



Mike said Aria was photogenic and told her he would love to do a photoshoot with her, and her pleased smile twisted something in my chest.



Now, scrolling through the website, I can see that Mike's eye for composition is undeniable. The photos capture the essence of the farm beautifully—close-ups of dewy roses in every hue, wide shots of the fields stretching toward the horizon, and intimate glimpses of hands carefully pruning, grafting, and harvesting. And yes, Aria appears in many of them, her vibrant presence adding life and scale to the landscape.



I click on the "About Us" page and find a group photo of all of us on the farmhouse porch—Paula center-front, Belle and Aria flanking her, with me positioned slightly behind, my hand resting lightly on Paula's shoulder. We look like a family, I realize with a start. Like we belong together.



The individual portraits are equally compelling. Paula in the fields at golden hour, her gaze direct and confident. Aria in the processing shed, focused on selecting blooms for drying. Belle laughing in the greenhouse, surrounded by seedlings. And me, looking more relaxed than I've ever seen myself in a photograph, leaning against the fence with the fields behind me.



Below the photos are brief bios edited by Belle. Mine reads: "Gregory Taylor, Business Partner and Farm Manager, brings financial expertise and strategic vision to Enchanting Roses. A recent transplant from Philadelphia, Gregory oversees farm operations and business development."



It's strange seeing myself described this way—my new identity formalized in pixels. Yet it feels right, more authentic than any professional bio I've had in the past.



The product pages are equally impressive, already showcasing the rose water bottles with their vintage-inspired Petal Essence labels that Aria designed. There are placeholder images for the soaps and other products still in development, along with an email signup form for customers who want to be notified when they become available.



My phone rings, interrupting my website tour. I stand up to get the phone from the kitchen counter where I left it. Aria's name appears on the screen, and I feel that familiar flutter of anticipation as I answer the FaceTime call.



"Hey there, city boy," she greets me in a playful way, her face filling my screen. She's in her bedroom at the farmhouse, lounging against her pillows. Her copper hair is loose around her shoulders, and she's wearing what appears to be an oversized t-shirt—one of mine, I realize with a jolt.



"Hey yourself," I reply, settling back on my couch. "Isn't that my shirt?"



She grins, unrepentant. "Finders keepers. You left it in the laundry hamper, remember? It smells like you."



I shake my head, though I'm secretly pleased. "How's your day been?"



"Busy," she sighs dramatically. "I was up at dawn with Mom in the fields, then Kaia and I spent hours plotting out the farm tour route. We've decided to start at the main entrance, then along the path through the main fields, the processing shed, the workshop, then circle back through the greenhouse."



"Sounds logical," I nod. "Your mom told me about your ‘narrative arc.’ Care to share it with me?"



"Hmm. Actually, we’re still working on that. But it’s all Kaia’s idea. She thinks we should have an interesting story," Aria says. "So we’ll tell the story about how Adrianna converted her share of the vineyard into a rose farm. Kaia thinks visitors will connect with the whole 'visionary woman defying expectations' angle. Plus, it ties in with Mom's and your determination of keeping the farm instead of selling it—how the farm keeps attracting people who are willing to risk everything for what they believe in."



There's a surprising depth to her analysis that reminds me, once again, not to underestimate Aria's intelligence beneath her flirtatious exterior.



"That's... actually very insightful," I tell her.



She rolls her eyes. "Don't sound so surprised, old man. Some of us have talents beyond spreadsheets."



“Did you just say I’m old?” I pretend to be upset. “I thought I was a city
 boy
 .”



“Yes I did, Mr. Hot Silverfox,” she says with a flirty giggle that sends lust rippling through my groin. “You’re whatever I want you to be.”



"Where is everyone?" I ask, my own voice growing rougher.



"I told you. Mom and Kaia are at the vineyard, helping with a wedding. Belle and Hazel are downstairs, but they're deep in some discussion about essential oil percentages." Aria shifts, the camera angle changing to reveal more of her—and the fact that the t-shirt is apparently all she's wearing. "I'm all alone up here. Bored. Missing you."



I swallow hard, glancing at my condo's open layout with its wall of windows. "Aria..."



"What are you wearing?" she asks, ignoring my hesitation.



"Pants and a t-shirt," I reply, deciding to play along. "Nothing special."



"Take off the shirt," she commands, her green eyes glinting with mischief.



I raise an eyebrow but comply, setting the phone down momentarily to pull my t-shirt over my head. When I pick it back up, Aria's expression has grown appreciative.



"Much better," she purrs. "Now I wish I could touch you. Run my hands over those shoulders, down your chest..." She demonstrates on herself, her fingers trailing down her neck, stopping at the collar of my shirt on her



"What would you do if I were there?" I ask, my voice low.



Aria's smile turns wicked. "First, I'd kiss you—not gently. I'd bite that lower lip of yours, the way that makes you groan." She traces her own lip with her finger. "Then I'd work my way down, leaving marks where no one but you would see them."



The image she's painting makes my pants uncomfortably tight. I shift, adjusting myself discreetly.



"Show me," she says suddenly.



"Show you what?"



"How hard you are for me right now."



I hesitate for only a moment before angling the phone down, showing her the obvious bulge in my pants.



Aria makes an appreciative sound, almost a purr. "Take them off. I want to see all of you."



The command in her voice sends a thrill through me. I stand, propping the phone against a lamp, and remove my pants and underwear in one motion. When I sit back down, fully naked now, Aria's eyes have darkened with desire.



"God, I miss that," she breathes. "Stroke your big cock for me, Daddy. Slowly."



I wrap my hand around myself, watching her watch me. The exhibitionism of it is surprisingly arousing.



"That's it," she encourages. "Now imagine it's my hand. Or my mouth."



I groan at her words, my grip tightening involuntarily.



"My turn," she says, and without warning, she peels off my t-shirt, revealing her naked body beneath. The sight of her—small, perfect breasts with dusky tips already hard, the flat plane of her stomach, the copper curls between her thighs—nearly undoes me.



"You're beautiful, Aria. I miss you, too," I tell her, my voice rough with desire. “Now touch yourself for me.”



She doesn’t have to be asked twice. Her fingers slowly brush over the swell of her breast, stroking and squeezing her nipple. She does the same with the other breast while gazing at me intently. Her eyes shimmer with lust, and her lips part slightly as she moans.



I groan and stroke myself faster.



"Show me how much you miss me," she challenges, her hand sliding between her legs. "Show me what you'll do to me when you come home."



I pause for a moment. This isn’t my first phone sex. I’ve done it before—when I was much younger. I prefer face-to-face when it comes to sex, mainly because I’m not very good with words. But I don’t have any choice, do I?



I clear my throat. “I’ll taste every inch of you, Aria,” I say. “Until you beg me.”



Aria isn’t letting me off the hook easily. “That’s so vague, Daddy. What do you mean by every inch? Where exactly? I want details.”



Fuck. I curse silently. Thinking slows me down. “Okay, you got it. I’ll suck your little titties until you’re all full and ripe. And…I’ll lick your little pussy until you’re dripping and aching for me…”



“Oh that’s so hot,” Aria coos. “I’m dripping now, see?”



She moves the phone down between her legs, letting me see her beautiful, glistening folds. She scoops up a drop with her other hand and brings it to her lips. “Mmm, I taste good.”



I mutter a curse. She’s good at it. I can only imagine how many poor lads she’s driven crazy with that naughty gesture. “What do you want? Tell me!” I urge her, compelled by the tension building up inside me.



“I want you, Daddy. Fuck me, please!”



“Spread your legs wider,” I tell her, imagining she’s right next to me. “Daddy is going to fill you and stretch your pussy with his big cock. It’ll hurt. Ready?”



She gasps. “Yes, Daddy. Fill me, stretch me!” she says, her voice raspy and her breathing rapid.



"Are you close?" I ask, fighting my own building orgasm.



"Yes.” Her breath hitches. Her fingers work quickly, rubbing circles on her clit. "God, yes. I wish you were here, inside me."



"I will be soon," I promise. "I'll fuck you in good order then, until you can't remember your own name."



She moans at that, her back arching. "Now, Daddy. I'm coming now."



The sight of her orgasm—her eyes squeezing shut, her lips parting, her body tensing—pushes me over the edge. My release comes in powerful waves, pleasure rushing through me as I groan her name.



For a moment, we just breathe together, the digital connection somehow insufficient for the intimacy of what we've just shared.



"Well," Aria says finally, a satisfied smile playing on her lips as she pulls my t-shirt back on. "That should hold me until you get back."



I chuckle, reaching for tissues to clean up. "I should hope so."



"When will that be, by the way?" she asks, suddenly serious. "When are you coming home?"



Home. The word hits me squarely in the chest—the same word Belle used earlier.



"Soon," I promise. "Another two weeks, maybe three at most. Just need to finish the transition here."



She nods, then glances off-screen. "I should go. I think I hear Belle calling me." She blows a kiss at the camera. "Sweet dreams, Daddy. Think of me."



The call ends before I can respond, leaving me alone in my empty condo, naked and thoughtful. I clean up and pull my clothes back on, then return to my laptop where the Enchanting Roses website is still open.



I click through the pages again, lingering on the photos of the farm, the fields, the women who have so completely captured my heart. In one image, the farmhouse stands bathed in golden evening light, roses climbing its weathered siding, the porch swing moving slightly in an unseen breeze.



Home. No longer a place I'm leaving, but a place I'm going to. Not just a farm or a business venture, but a new life waiting to be lived, with women who challenge, support, and desire me in equal measure.



I close my laptop, suddenly impatient for morning, for the next steps that will bring me closer to home.










CHAPTER 5



[image: ]















I stand at the edge of Exotic Wines' booth, my hands in my pants pockets as I watch Odette work the room. The Pennsylvania Convention Center hums with the particular energy of people who take their pleasure seriously—wine enthusiasts in business attire swirling, sniffing, and occasionally spitting into brass buckets. Two weeks back in Philadelphia, and somehow I've ended up here, watching a woman I barely knew a month ago charm potential clients with the same effortless grace she used to seduce me.



The Thursday afternoon crowd has thinned slightly as the clock pushes past five, but the serious buyers remain. They're easy to spot—notepads out, business cards at the ready, carefully pacing their alcohol intake. The hall stretches before me, a sea of white tablecloths and burgundy banners, the air thick with the mingled scents of oak, fruit, and ambition.



Odette stands at the center of Exotic Wines' display, pouring a ruby-red cabernet for a pair of sommeliers in pressed shirts. She wears a charcoal gray dress that hugs her figure like a jealous lover—professional enough for business, provocative enough to ensure no one forgets she's a woman in a traditionally male-dominated industry. Her dark wavy hair frames her face, catching the overhead lights as she gestures animatedly.



"The terroir at Exotic Wines is quite literally in my blood now," she tells them, her French accent more pronounced than usual—a calculated move, I suspect. "My late husband's family, the Joneses, they understood something fifty years ago that others are only now beginning to appreciate. The microclimate in our corner of California is exceptional."



She doesn't look tired, though I know she must be. Paula mentioned yesterday that Odette had booked a red-eye, landing in Philadelphia at some ungodly hour this morning. Unlike the two young sales representatives flanking her booth—a man and woman who look like they're running on caffeine and desperation—Odette appears fresh, focused, unstoppable.



"Alex Jones—Gregory's grandfather—he had vision," she continues, gesturing toward me with a smile that makes the sommeliers turn in my direction. I nod professionally, trying to look like I belong in this narrative of family legacy. "Alex chose that land when everyone told him it was folly. His wife Jeanne, she supported him when the banks wouldn't. Three generations later, we're still proving them right."



I watch her pour another taste, her wrist turning with precision, her sleeve pulling back just enough to reveal the slender bones beneath her skin. The sommelier takes the glass, swirls, sniffs, sips, and his eyes widen slightly—the reaction Odette waits for, the silent confirmation that her wines stand out among the dozens being sampled today.



"And after my husband Louis passed," she continues, her voice softening appropriately, "I merged traditional French techniques—my birthright—with the innovative approach the Jones family pioneered. The result?" She gestures to the glasses. "Balance. Complexity. Character."



I can't help but admire her performance. This isn't the first time I've seen Odette work her magic. At the Vine Valley Food and Wine Festival two weeks ago, she moved through the crowds like a conductor, orchestrating encounters, cultivating connections. Today's event may be more formal, the setting less glamorous than the rolling hills of California, but her effectiveness remains undiminished. The mailing list signup sheet beside her register fills steadily with names and email addresses—potential customers captured in her web.



When the sommeliers finally move on, promising to be in touch about wholesale opportunities, Odette catches my eye and motions me closer with a subtle tilt of her head. The movement is intimate and familiar—a reminder of how quickly we've progressed from strangers to... whatever we are now.



"Thank you for coming," she says, her voice lower than the one she uses for clients. She's close enough that I catch the faint scent of her perfume beneath the wine aromas saturating the air.



"No problem," I reply, straightening my tie. "It was a pleasant surprise when Paula mentioned you'd be here. I didn't even know they held wine expos in Philly. I thought these things mostly happened in Lancaster."



Odette shrugs, her shoulder rising and falling in that distinctly French way. "I haven't been to the ones in Lancaster, but I've attended several in New York. This one is rare—a pilot program, perhaps. I was skeptical at first. Hadn't planned to come at all."



"What changed your mind?" I ask, though I suspect I know the answer. There's something in the way she looks at me—a heat that has nothing to do with wine appreciation.



She pauses, touching a burgundy-painted fingernail to her bottom lip. "I just didn't want to miss out on the event."



Her eyes tell a different story—there's a light in them, playful and dangerous. I've seen that look before, on her patio at the vineyard, on the pool deck with Paula, in moments when propriety was the furthest thing from our minds.



"Is that it?" I press, lowering my voice. "There has to be more to motivate you to take time from your busy schedule at the vineyard."



Odette laughs softly, the sound private despite the public setting. "Do I really have to say it out loud?" she chides, her voice dropping to a near-whisper. "You're a smart man, Gregory."



"Yes," I tease back, unable to resist the pull of this flirtation. I know what hides behind her confident, cool facade—a fiery woman whose passion extends far beyond viticulture. "I need to hear it."



Her eyes narrow slightly, challenging. "Not now," she says, glancing around at the thinning but still present crowd. "And not unless you buy me dinner."



"No problem," I agree immediately, feeling a surge of anticipation warm my chest.



She turns to her exhausted employees, suddenly all business again. "I'm heading out for the evening. The after-hours tasting starts at six in the hotel lobby. You don't have to attend if you'd rather rest, but I'll expect you both here tomorrow morning at nine sharp."



They nod with visible relief as Odette retrieves her handbag and a small carry-on suitcase from beneath the table. I offer my arm, and she takes it with a smile that promises complications I should probably avoid but won't.



As we head towards the exit, the convention center's tall glass ceiling mirrors the late afternoon sky. Philadelphia in summer surrounds us as we step through the doors—crisp air, early darkness, the rumble of traffic replacing the genteel murmur of wine talk. Odette walks close to me, her heel clicks sharp against the pavement, matching the quickening rhythm of my heart.







It's still too early for dinner, which suits us both fine. "My room first," Odette suggests, her voice carrying an edge I recognize immediately. "I need to freshen up." The way her eyes linger on mine makes it clear that freshening up is the last thing on her mind.



The Pennmark Hotel stands just two blocks from the convention center, a glass and steel tower reflecting the setting sun like fractured diamonds. I follow her through the revolving doors, her suitcase in my hand, my pulse already quickening with anticipation.



The lobby gleams with polished marble and tasteful lighting — a business-class hotel that caters to convention attendees and corporate travelers. Odette strides to the front desk with the same confidence she showed at the wine expo, though the glance she throws over her shoulder at me carries a different kind of promise.



"Checking in. Jones, Odette," she tells the receptionist. Her last name—my uncle's name—still catches me off guard sometimes. The family connection should probably give me pause, but any hesitation evaporated weeks ago at my farewell dinner party.



The check-in process feels interminable. The receptionist taps at her computer and explains the breakfast hours, the gym location, and the Wi-Fi password. Odette nods and smiles, the very picture of a business traveler, while her foot gently brushes against my ankle. When the receptionist finally hands over the key card with a cheerful "Enjoy your stay," Odette takes it with well-disguised impatience.



We make a beeline for the elevators, neither of us pretending we're here for any reason but one. The doors open with a soft chime, revealing an already crowded car. Odette steps in, and I follow, positioning her suitcase against the wall. As more people enter behind us, we're forced deeper into the corner.



Her body presses against mine—hip, shoulder, back. I place my hand on her waist, ostensibly to steady her, but we both know better. My fingers itch to slide lower, to cup the curve of her ass that's now flush against my thigh. I resist, barely. The recollection of our last evening together overwhelms me—Odette and Paula, both vying for my attention by the pool, their bodies on display. We became entwined in a fervent embrace, the flavor of wine lingering on their skin, and the rhythm of their breathing in unison.



A businessman checks his watch. A couple discusses dinner plans. The elevator stops at the fourth floor, the sixth floor, and people are filtering out gradually. Odette shifts subtly against me, the friction deliberate and maddening. My body responds, and I know she feels it. Her lips curve in a secret smile.



By the time we reach her floor—the eleventh—I'm already half-hard and completely distracted. The doors open, and I guide her out with my hand still at her waist, the suitcase trailing behind us like an afterthought.



The hallway stretches before us, a carpeted tunnel of identical doors that seems to extend into infinity. Odette's room is near the end, and every step is a test of restraint. The air between us crackles with unspoken intentions.



"How was your flight?" I ask, attempting normal conversation while my mind races with decidedly abnormal thoughts.



"Long," she replies, her accent thickening the way it does when she's tired. Or aroused. "But worth it."



We reach her door, and she opens her purse to retrieve the key card. She rummages through it, a small frown creasing her brow.



"I just had it," she murmurs, digging deeper.



I shift my weight, acutely aware of the growing tightness in my pants. "Need help?"



"No, no. It's here somewhere." She continues searching, her movements deliberate, unhurried.



A realization dawns on me as I catch the slight quirk at the corner of her mouth. "You're doing this on purpose," I accuse, keeping my voice low.



She glances up, eyes wide with mock innocence. "I'm forgetful when I don't sleep well on planes."



"Bullshit," I mutter, stepping closer. "You're teasing me, Odette."



"Am I?" she challenges, still not producing the card I know she has. "What exactly are you going to do about it, Gregory?"



"If you don't open this door in the next five seconds," I warn, my voice rough with need, "I might not be responsible for my actions."



She bites her lower lip, and finally—finally—produces the key card. "I'm counting on it," she says, sliding it into the slot. The light turns green, and she pushes the door open.
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The moment the door closes behind us, I press her against it, my mouth finding hers with desperate urgency. She tastes like the wine she's been sampling all day, rich and complex. Her purse and my briefcase hit the floor simultaneously, forgotten. Her hands slide up my chest to my shoulders as she arches against me, meeting my hunger with her own.



When we break apart, her eyes are dreamy and unfocused. "You look so hot in your business clothes," she murmurs, running a finger down my silk tie. "Very Philadelphia accountant. Very respectable."



"Should I keep the shirt on?" I ask.



She chuckles, a sound that vibrates against my chest. "As much as I appreciate the Brooks Brothers aesthetic, I prefer you shirtless." Her fingers work at my buttons with effortless grace.



I reach behind her for the zipper of her dress, drawing it down slowly. The charcoal fabric parts like a curtain, revealing the canvas of her skin beneath. I let it fall, pooling around her feet in a dark puddle. She stands before me in matching black lace—bra and panties that contrast starkly with her golden skin.



"Christ, Odette," I breathe, taking in the sight of her. My shirt is half-unbuttoned, forgotten as desire surges through me. Her body is a masterpiece of curves and angles—full breasts straining against lace, the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips. At thirty-eight, she carries herself with the confidence that only comes with maturity, with knowing exactly what she wants and how to get it.



She finishes with my buttons and pushes the shirt from my shoulders. Her hands roam across my chest, fingers threading through the hair there, tugging slightly in a way that sends sparks down my spine. I pull her closer, one hand at the small of her back, the other cupping her breast through the lace of her bra. Her hard tip jabbing against my palm, I push the fabric down to taste her.



She groans as my mouth closes around her nipple, her head falling back against the door. Her hands stroke my shoulders, my back, my hair—restless, greedy touches that betray her need. I suck harder, using my teeth just enough to make her gasp.



"God, Gregory," she breathes, her voice thick with desire. Her hands move lower, working at my belt with increasing urgency. I continue my attention to her breasts, switching from one to the other, as she manages to unfasten my pants.



Then she's sinking to her knees, looking up at me with those piercing brown eyes as she tugs my trousers and underwear down in one fluid motion. My cock springs free, already fully hard, and her expression turns dreamier still.



"I've missed this," she says, wrapping her hand around the base. "God, I've missed you. My toys have been so... inadequate since I had a taste of you two weeks ago." Her accent thickens the words, making them even more erotic. "Just as I predicted."



My breath catches in my throat. "It's all yours," I urge, threading my fingers through her dark waves. "Take what you want."



She doesn't hesitate, wrapping her lips around the head of my cock, her tongue swirling in a way that makes my knees weaken. Despite her confident demeanor, there's a certain clumsiness to her technique—an endearing awkwardness that reminds me she's not as experienced at this particular act as one might expect. She makes up for it with enthusiasm, taking me deeper with each bob of her head.



I groan as I feel my tip reach the back of her throat. My hands tighten on her shoulders, guiding her rhythm. There's something profoundly arousing about seeing her like this—the sophisticated businesswoman on her knees, her lipstick smudged, her perfect composure unraveling because of me.



"Tell me, Odette," I manage, my voice rough with desire. "What's the real reason you decided to come to the convention?"



Her answer is muffled, her mouth still working me with dedicated attention.



"I can't hear you," I insist, gently lifting her chin so my cock slips from her lips.



She looks up at me, her eyes challenging despite her position. "Why don't you guess?" she suggests, her hand still stroking me.



"Is it because you missed me?" I ask.



She nods vehemently, then returns to her task, sliding her mouth up and down my length until I feel myself begin to tense, my release approaching too quickly. She must sense it too, because she pulls back, releasing me with a wet sound that sends a shudder through my body.



"Yes, Greg," she confirms, her voice husky with desire. "I'm here because I miss your big cock. Fuck me, please." She rises gracefully and moves to the bed, lying back against the pristine white hotel duvet, her dark hair fanning out across the pillows.



I remain standing, transfixed by the sight of her. Odette Jones—vineyard owner, businesswoman, my uncle’s widow—sprawled across the bed like a fantasy made flesh, waiting for me. My cock throbs with need, but I hold back, wanting to prolong this moment.



"Show me how much you miss me," I command softly.



She bites her lip, a flash of teeth against rouge, and reaches behind her to unhook her bra. She shrugs it off, revealing breasts that defy gravity despite her age. Her nipples are dark and hard, begging for attention. Then she lifts her hips, shimmying out of her panties with a dancer's grace, and spreads her legs.



"See how wet I am?" she asks, her voice throaty and raw. She runs a finger through her folds, gathering moisture that glistens in the hotel room's soft lighting. The sound—slick and needy—drives me to the edge of my control.



I swallow hard, and my mouth suddenly feels dry. "What do you do when you miss me?" I ask, stepping closer to the bed but not joining her yet.



She demonstrates without hesitation, sliding two fingers into herself while her thumb circles her clit. Her back arches slightly, her breath catching. "I think about you," she admits. "About your hands, your mouth, your cock. I imagine you're there with me."



"And Paula?" I ask, my voice strained. "How does she help you out?"



A slow, sensual smile spreads across Odette's face. "Paula," she says, drawing out the name like a caress, "uses her tongue. Right here." She touches herself more deliberately. "Sometimes her fingers. She knows exactly how to touch me—where to press, how fast to go."



The image of the two women together sends a surge of heat through me—Paula's blonde head between Odette's thighs, Odette's fingers tangled in Paula's hair. I've seen it firsthand, but the memory is still intoxicating.



"Please, Gregory," Odette begs, her fingers moving faster. "I'm going to self-combust if you don't fuck me soon."



I can't resist any longer. I strip off my remaining clothes and climb onto the bed, positioning myself between her spread thighs. She's glistening with arousal, her entrance pink and swollen, inviting. I guide myself to her opening, teasing her by rubbing the head of my cock against her clit.



She whimpers, lifting her hips to chase the contact. "Don't tease," she pleads. "I need you inside me."



I push forward slowly, watching her face as I enter her inch by inch. Her eyes flutter closed, her lips parting in a silent gasp as I stretch her. She's tight but slick, her body welcoming me like a homecoming. When I'm fully seated, I pause, savoring the sensation of being completely enveloped by her heat.



"God, you feel perfect," I murmur, leaning down to kiss her neck, her jaw, finally capturing her mouth again.



She wraps her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper. "Move," she commands against my lips. "Fuck me like you mean it."



I mutter a curse as I obey her wishes. I’m hungry, more hungry than her because at least she has Paula back home. Not to mention her toys. The only thing I’ve had in the past weeks is a few FaceTime sessions with Aria. I draw back and thrust forward again with more force. Odette moans, her hands clutching at my back, nails digging half-crescents into my skin that sting in the best possible way. I establish a rhythm—not too fast, but deep and deliberate, hitting that spot inside her that makes her eyes roll back.



"Yes, just like that," she encourages, meeting each thrust with a roll of her hips. "Harder, Gregory. I need to feel you now, tomorrow, and days after."



I comply, increasing the power behind my movements, the bed frame protesting beneath us. Sweat beads on my forehead as I lose myself in her—in the wet heat of her body, the sound of our flesh meeting, the increasingly desperate sounds she makes as she approaches her peak.



Her inner muscles begin to flutter around me, signaling her approaching orgasm. I reach between us, finding her clit with my thumb and circling it in time with my thrusts. She comes apart beautifully—back arching, thighs trembling, a stream of French expletives falling from her lips as she contracts around me.



The sight and sensation of her pleasure triggers my own. I drive into her one final time, burying myself to the hilt as my release crashes over me. I empty myself inside her with a groan that seems torn from the depths of my chest, her name a prayer on my lips as pleasure radiates through every nerve ending.



Afterward, I collapse beside her, our breathing gradually slowing in tandem. She curls against my side, her head on my shoulder, her leg thrown possessively over mine. For a moment, we exist in perfect silence, the sounds of the city muffled by the heavy hotel curtains.



"So," I finally say, tracing lazy patterns on her bare shoulder, "you flew across the country just for this?"



She laughs softly, the sound vibrating against my chest. "Worth every mile," she replies, pressing a kiss to my collarbone. "You're very good for my stress levels, Gregory Taylor."



I smile at the ceiling, wondering what Paula would say if she could see us now. Wondering, not for the first time, how I ended up here—tangled in hotel sheets with my uncle's widow, feeling more content than I’ve had in weeks.



"We should probably still get that dinner," I suggest, glancing at the bedside clock. "After all, I promised."



Odette stretches against me like a satisfied cat. "In a bit," she murmurs, her hand trailing down my chest with renewed interest. "I'm not nearly done with you yet."



“How about we finish it in the shower?” I suggest.



She grins. “Sounds good.”
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I buckle my belt and straighten my shirt collar, then run a hand through my damp hair before sitting on the edge of the bed, anticipating Odette's exit from the bathroom.



The hotel room feels generically comfortable—beige walls, tasteful abstract prints, and a view of Philadelphia's skyline that could be from any floor of any downtown hotel. But there's nothing generic about what happened between Odette and me. In less than thirty minutes, we had a quickie and a shower sex. Odette is incredibly ravenous. So am I. After a month’s feast followed by nearly two weeks’ famine, her presence feels like an oasis in the desert.



The bathroom door clicks open, and I glance up, expecting Odette in the same conservative charcoal gray dress she wore to the wine expo. What I see instead stops my breath mid-inhale.



"Jesus," I mutter, the word escaping before I can contain it.



Odette stands in the doorway, transformed. The sequined blue cocktail dress she's wearing catches the late afternoon light that filters through the half-drawn curtains, throwing tiny prisms across the room. But it's not the sparkle that has me speechless—it's how little of her the dress actually covers. The neckline plunges in a deep V that ends just above her navel, revealing the inner curves of her breasts and a stretch of toned stomach that makes my mouth go dry. The hem barely skims the tops of her thighs, and when she shifts her weight, I catch a glimpse of even more.



My jaw hangs open as I take in the bold, glamorous vision before me. Steam from the bathroom curls around her bare shoulders, giving her the appearance of some fantasy emerging from a dream. The dress hugs every curve, emphasizing the body I've just been intimate with but somehow making it seem like new, forbidden territory.



Odette tilts her head, amusement dancing in her eyes. "Well? Don’t just stare. Say something."



I try to form words, but my brain has short-circuited. The sequins catch the light with every breath she takes, drawing my eyes repeatedly to the rise and fall of her chest.



"You look stunning," I finally manage, my voice coming out raspier than intended.



A smile spreads across her face, pleasure at my obvious reaction softening her features. "Thank you. I spent a fortune on this dress a few years ago, but this is the first time I've actually worn it." She turns around slowly, giving me a full view. "What do you think?"



The back view stops my heart for a different reason. There is no
 back
 to speak of—at least not on top. The fabric dips all the way to just above her tailbone, leaving her entire back exposed. The smooth curve of her spine disappears into the tight fabric that cups her ass like a second skin.



"Are you sure that's a dress and not lingerie?" I ask, only half-joking. I stand up, drawn to her like a magnet.



Odette laughs, the sound rich and warm. "Yes, it's a dress. An expensive one."



I place my hands on her bare shoulders, feeling the warmth of her skin. "I can't let you go out like this," I say, my thumbs tracing small circles at the base of her neck.



"Oh?" Her eyebrow arches in challenge.



"The dress is too sexy, and you aren't wearing a bra." I run a finger along her exposed spine, watching goosebumps rise in its wake. "Men won't take their eyes off you. They'll all be praying for it to fall off."



Odette turns to face me, pressing her body against mine. "There's a built-in bra, and trust me, this dress isn't going anywhere unless I want it to." She leans in, her lips brushing against mine. "But your reaction is worth every penny I spent on it."



Her kiss is deep and unhurried, tasting faintly of mint toothpaste. The sequins scratch lightly against my shirt as she presses closer.



Twenty minutes later, we're walking into the Grill and Bar on the hotel's main floor. The restaurant buzzes with early evening energy—business travelers on expense accounts, tourists, and what I assume are other wine expo attendees filling nearly every table. The lighting is dim enough to be flattering but bright enough to see that Odette's dress is having exactly the effect I predicted.



As we wait to be seated, I sense the shift in the room's attention. Conversations pause mid-sentence. A waiter nearly drops a tray of drinks. Two businessmen at the bar swivel on their stools, making no effort to hide their stares.



I'm both flattered and annoyed, a contradictory tension that tightens my jaw. On one hand, there's a primal satisfaction in knowing I'm the one who will take her back upstairs later. On the other hand, every lingering glance feels like an intrusion.



Odette seems either oblivious or unbothered. She scans the room with the practiced eye of someone used to evaluating social spaces, occasionally nodding at people she recognizes from the expo. Her hand rests lightly in the crook of my elbow, her thumb occasionally stroking the fabric of my jacket.



I can't keep my eyes off her either. The plunging neckline of her dress draws my gaze like a magnetic force. Every time she laughs or shifts her weight, I get a new angle on the deep valley between her breasts, and I have to force myself to look away before I'm as obvious as the other men in the room.



Damn it. I should have made her wear something else. But even as the thought forms, I recognize its absurdity. What right do I have to dictate what she wears? This woman might have begged me to fuck her less than an hour ago, but she doesn't belong to me. She's a free spirit, the widow of my uncle, a successful businesswoman in her own right.



"Taylor, party of two?" the hostess calls, pulling me from my thoughts.



We follow her through the restaurant, and I notice how conversations quiet down as we pass. Odette walks with confidence, her hips swaying slightly, the sequins catching the light with each step. The hostess leads us to a small table against the wall in a corner, intimate in its seclusion but still visible to the room.



Once seated, our knees touch under the small table. The contact sends a jolt of awareness through me, reminding me of how her legs felt wrapped around my waist earlier.



"We could go somewhere else," I suggest, glancing around at the crowded restaurant. "Somewhere quieter, roomier. I know a great steakhouse a few blocks from here."



Odette shakes her head, her dark hair brushing her bare shoulders. "I prefer it here. Besides," she adds, leaning forward slightly, giving me another glimpse down her dress, "most of the expo participants are staying at this hotel. It's a good opportunity to network."



The waiter appears, taking our drink orders with professional politeness despite his wandering eyes. When he leaves, I open my menu, but the words swim before me. All I can think about is the woman across from me, how her skin felt under my hands just an hour ago, and how many other men in this room are imagining the same thing.



When our drinks arrive, Odette raises her glass. "To unexpected pleasures," she says, her eyes holding mine.



I stifle a groan and echo her teasing toast, "To unexpected pleasures." I clink my glass against hers.



We've barely set our glasses down when a shadow falls across our table. I look up to see a man standing beside us, his eyes fixed on Odette with an intensity that immediately sets my teeth on edge.



Odette's smile freezes on her face, the warmth I've grown accustomed to suddenly replaced with a brittle tension. I follow her gaze to the man approaching our table—tall, lean, with the easy confidence of someone used to getting what he wants. His tailored suit speaks of money, his clean-shaven face and styled hair of careful grooming. But it's the way his eyes lock onto Odette—completely ignoring my existence—that sends a current of unease through me.



"Hi Dette," the man says in a mellow voice that somehow manages to sound both casual and intimate. "I thought you weren't coming to the expo."



Dette. The nickname lands like a slap. It's too familiar and comfortable, as if he's staking a claim on her past.



Odette's fingers tighten around her wine glass. She takes a breath, visibly composing herself, but her eyes betray a storm of emotions I can't fully decipher.



"Hi Charles," she says tersely. "I wasn't, but I changed my mind."



Charles chuckles, the sound both warm and condescending. "Still as capricious as ever," he says, resting one hand on the back of Odette's chair, leaning into her space. "Well, I'm glad you're here. It'd be a shame for you to miss out on such an important event."



I watch their interaction silently, studying Charles more carefully. There's something familiar about him—the shape of his jaw, the directness of his gaze. I can't place it, but I feel certain I've seen these features before, just arranged differently.



Odette shifts slightly, angling her body away from Charles and toward me. It's a subtle gesture, but one I appreciate as she finally makes the introduction.



"Charles, this is Greg Taylor, my late husband Louis's nephew," she says, her voice steadier now. She turns to me, something apologetic in her expression. "And Greg, Charles is Kaia's dad."



My jaw drops before I can control it. A curse dances on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow it. No wonder he looks familiar—Kaia has his straight nose and square jaw, features I've adored. The realization barrels through me with unexpected force.



This is the man who got Odette pregnant during a business trip to France, all while hiding the fact that he was married. The man who led her to move to America, searching for him, only to discover his deception. The man who, by all accounts, has been an absent father to Kaia for most of her life.



An unexpected protectiveness surges through me. I stand to shake his hand, forcing my face into a mask of polite interest.



"Nice to meet you," I say, the lie bitter on my tongue.



"Likewise," Charles replies, his handshake firm but brief, his attention already sliding back to Odette. "That's quite a dress, Dette. You always did know how to make an entrance."



The comment hangs in the air, loaded with past intimacy. Odette doesn't respond, taking a long sip of her wine instead. The silence stretches uncomfortably between the three of us, but Charles seems oblivious to the tension—or perhaps he enjoys it.



"So, Greg," he says finally, reluctantly acknowledging my presence. "Are you in the wine business as well?"



"No," I answer, keeping my voice even. "I'm a CPA. I co-own an accounting firm here in Philly."



"Ah, numbers." Charles nods. "Must be nice having a steady profession. The wine business can be so volatile." He smiles at Odette. "Though some of us thrive on that volatility, don't we, Dette?"



Odette's smile doesn't reach her eyes. "Some of us just work hard and adapt."



Charles laughs as if she's made a charming joke. "Always so dedicated." He turns back to me. "Did you know Odette's vineyard produces some of the most interesting new blends coming out of California? She has a gift."



"I'm aware," I say, resisting the urge to add that I know quite a bit about Odette these days. "I've visited Exotic Wines. Impressive operation."



Charles doesn't seem to register the implication that I've been to Odette's home. "There's a private wine tasting happening in the hotel's conference room after dinner," he says to Odette, ignoring me again. "Limited attendance. You should join me. There are some people you really should meet."



Odette shakes her head. "Thank you, but Greg and I have plans for the evening."



I’m not aware of other plans we have, but I don’t question her. I feel a rush of satisfaction at her refusal.



Charles, however, isn't deterred. "Just for an hour," he persists. "It won't take long."



When Odette doesn't immediately respond, he changes tactics, gesturing across the restaurant. "See that table over there? By the window?"



Odette and I both look where he's pointing. A table of six—four men and two women, all in business attire, all with the polished look of people who are used to expense accounts and first-class flights.



"That's Martin Reeves," Charles continues, his voice dropping as if sharing a secret. "Buyer for Windham Group. They supply over three hundred high-end restaurants across the East Coast. He's also a social media influencer with about half a million followers who trust his wine recommendations." Charles leans closer to Odette. "He specifically mentioned being interested in smaller boutique vineyards with unique stories. Like yours."



I see the change in Odette's expression—a flicker of professional interest breaking through her personal discomfort. I understand it; she's a businesswoman first, and this is a networking opportunity that could significantly benefit her vineyard.



"I could introduce you now," Charles says, pressing his advantage. "Just a quick hello, plant the seed for later."



Odette hesitates, glancing at me with an apologetic expression. "Would you mind terribly? Just for a few minutes?"



The rational part of me understands this is business. The irrational part wants to grab her hand and keep her at our table, away from Charles and his obvious designs.



"Of course not," I say, because what else can I say? "Go ahead."



Odette stands, smoothing down her dress. "I'll be right back," she promises, then follows Charles across the restaurant.



I watch them go, Charles's hand hovering near the small of her back but not quite touching it. He leans in to say something, and Odette laughs politely. Every male head turns to watch her progress through the restaurant, the blue sequins catching the light with each step.



I take a long pull of my drink, unsettled by a jealousy I have no right to feel. I've known Odette for only a few weeks, not nearly long enough to stake any claim on her. Not long enough to know what her current relationship with Charles really is.



I wonder whether Paula knows about Charles. Alone at the table, I pull out my phone to check messages. There's the usual assortment of work emails and texts from Richard about client matters that can wait until tomorrow. I scroll to find messages from Paula.



Paula sent a text about an hour ago, when Odette and I were in the shower.
 How's your day going? Have you connected with Odette?



Simple enough, but I can read between the lines. Paula wants to know if I've seen Odette, if we're spending time together. I type a response:
 Yes, we're having dinner together at her hotel. Trade show seems successful.



I pause, my thumb hovering over the send button. Should I mention Charles? It feels important, but also not my place to tell. Whatever history exists between Odette and Charles—and whatever is happening now—Odette should be the one to share that information with Paula.



I send the message without mentioning Charles and set my phone down, watching as Odette stands at the other table. She's in full business mode now—back straight, smile bright, gesturing occasionally as she speaks. Charles stands beside her, his eyes rarely leaving her face, his expression a mixture of pride and possessiveness that makes me want to walk over and insert myself between them.



Instead, I signal the waiter for another drink and resign myself to wait, wondering what exactly I've stumbled into with this complicated woman who seems to grow more complex by the hour.
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When Odette returns to our table, her business smile fades into something more genuine. Her shoulders visibly relax as she slides back into her seat, our knees touching beneath the small table. I bite back the questions burning on my tongue—what did Charles say, what does he want from you, what is he to you now? It's not my place to interrogate her about past relationships, no matter how curious I am. No matter how much that curiosity feels like something sharper, more possessive.



Odette takes a long sip of her wine, her throat working as she swallows. She sets down the glass with deliberate care, tracing its rim with one manicured finger.



"I should explain about Charles," she says, surprising me by broaching the subject herself.



"You don't owe me any explanations," I say, meaning it despite my curiosity.



"No, but I want to give you one." She meets my eyes directly. "It's not what you might think."



I lean back, giving her space to continue. Across the room, I can see Charles has returned to his own table, but his eyes occasionally drift in our direction.



"Like I said, when I first married Louis, the vineyard was barely surviving," Odette begins, her voice low. "Louis was considering selling the property. I couldn't bear the thought of losing it—not just for the business, but I loved the vineyard. It was my new home and I wanted to live there for a long time.”



She pauses as our waiter approaches with breadsticks, waiting until he's gone to continue.



"I reached out to Charles. We hadn't spoken in years, but I knew he had connections in the industry. I told him he owed Louis a favor, since Louis was raising his daughter." Her eyes flick up to mine. "That might have been manipulative, but I was desperate."



"Did it work?" I ask, genuinely interested in the business aspect despite my lingering unease about Charles.



Odette nods. "Better than I expected. Charles agreed to help distribute our wines nationally. He brought me to trade shows like this one, and introduced me to buyers and critics. He helped save the vineyard."



She breaks off a piece of breadstick but doesn't eat it, just crumbles it between her fingers. "I want to be clear about something, Greg. Nothing happened between Charles and me after I found out he was married. And I didn't cheat on Louis. Ever. Our relationship was strictly business."



The reassurance warms me more than it should. I have no claim on her past. "I believe you," I say.



Her smile turns relieved, softening the elegant angles of her face. "Thank you."



“Does Paula know about Charles?” I ask.



“Yes,” Odette says. “He called last week when I was with Paula to ask whether I would attend the conference.”



I feel relieved knowing that Odette hasn’t kept Charles a secret from Paula. “What about Kaia?”



“She knows about him, too,” Odette says. “I told her only recently, after she turned eighteen. But she wasn’t interested in meeting Charles. Kaia loves Louis and thinks he is her only dad.”



The comment warms my heart. It’s just like Kaia—sweet and loyal to her loved ones, even when they’re no longer alive.



“I didn’t tell Louis though,” Odette says with a sigh. “I didn’t want to hurt his pride. I knew he would refuse help from Charles. I still feel guilty about it, although it has been strictly business between us, like I said.”



I reach for her hand and hold it. “You need not feel guilty,” I say. “You did what you could to save the vineyard. Not telling my uncle was the right thing as well. You saved him some difficult choices to make.”



“You think so? Thank you. I’m so relieved to hear that,” she says with a grateful smile.



I glance across the room at Charles, who's now engrossed in conversation with the wine buyer he introduced to Odette. Even from here, I can read the energy in his body—the way he leans forward when Odette's name is mentioned, the proprietary way he speaks about her wines.



"He's not over you, though," I observe, keeping my voice neutral. "Just from the way he looks at you... it's like he wants to undress you right here."



Odette's lips quirk up in a small smirk. "You look like you want the same thing," she counters, her eyes flickering down my body before returning to my face.



I grunt, not bothering to deny it. "Can you blame me? That dress barely qualifies as clothing."



“Even so,” Her voice drops to a murmur that forces me to lean in. “You can’t wait to undress me, can you?”



Heat creeps up my neck at the memory. Under the table, Odette's hand lands on my thigh, her fingers tracing idle patterns that gradually move higher. I shift in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable in my tailored pants.



"Careful," I warn, but there's no force behind it.



Her hand continues its journey, eventually brushing over the growing hardness beneath my zipper. Her touch is light but deliberate, a seasoned tease.



"You're playing with fire," I tell her, my voice dropping to match hers.



"I'm counting on it," she replies, giving me a gentle squeeze that makes my breath catch.



Two can play this game. I move my chair so we’re right next to each other, and then I reach below the table, finding the bare skin of her thigh just below the hem of her dress. Her skin is warm and smooth under my fingertips as I trace slow circles, gradually working my way upward.



Odette's breath quickens almost imperceptibly. She takes another sip of wine, but I notice a slight tremor in her hand. Encouraged, I continue my exploration, sliding my hand higher along the outside of her thigh, then inward, expecting to encounter the barrier of underwear.



Instead, my fingers find only more bare skin, the curve where thigh meets hip, and then—



"You're not wearing panties," I hiss, shocked despite our earlier intimacy.



Odette's smile is wicked. "Panty lines would show in this dress."



My mouth goes dry. "You've been sitting here, in a public restaurant, completely..."



"Accessible?" she suggests, her eyes dancing with mischief.



I groan softly. "That's a dangerous choice."



"Maybe," she concedes, shifting slightly to press against my exploring fingers. "But now it feels like a mistake. I'm so wet I'm worried I'll stain the dress if I'm not careful."



The blunt admission sends a surge of heat through me. My fingers confirm her statement, finding slick evidence of her arousal. I trace the seam of her sex lightly, watching her eyelids flutter as she struggles to maintain her composure.



We're saved—or interrupted, depending on how you look at it—by the arrival of our entrees. I withdraw my hand reluctantly, and Odette releases her hold on me as well. The waiter sets down our plates with a practiced flourish, oblivious to what's happening beneath the tablecloth.



"Can I get you anything else?" he asks.



"No, thank you," I manage to say with reasonable steadiness.



When he leaves, Odette and I exchange heated looks over our steaming plates. I pick up my fork, needing something to occupy my hands before I do something inappropriate for a public setting.



“What about Charles’s wife?” I ask, finding the perfect question to distract me. “Does she know you and Kaia exist at all?”



“I have no idea,” Odette says, cutting into her salmon with precise movements. “But she and Charles divorced over five years ago.”



I frown as realization dawns on me. "Is that why he's hanging around? Because he's single now?"



Odette's silence is answer enough.



"Has he tried to get back together with you?" I press, surprising myself with my boldness.



"He's made overtures," she admits, meeting my eyes. "But I don't have those feelings for him anymore—if I ever truly did. Youth and inexperience made me mistake infatuation for love once. I won't make that mistake again."



I believe her, but it doesn't stop me from noticing Charles's persistent gaze from across the room. His eyes track Odette like laser beams, the gray in them cold as steel. Even from this distance, I can feel the weight of his jealousy.



"He doesn't seem like the type to give up easily," I observe.



"He isn't," Odette agrees. "But that's his problem, not mine."



We finish our meal in companionable silence, punctuated by occasional brushes of knees and feet beneath the table. When the check comes, I insist on paying despite Odette's protest.



"I’m your host," I say, sliding my credit card into the leather folder. “And I promised to buy you dinner, remember?”



“Thank you, Greg,” Odette says. “You’ll have dinner at my house when you return to California.”



As we wait for the waiter to return, I ask, "What are your plans for the rest of the evening?"



Odette toys with her dessert spoon, considering. "I should probably do some mingling with potential clients in the conference room. Charles wasn't wrong about the networking opportunities here."



The mention of Charles, combined with the way his eyes still occasionally flick toward our table, sparks something territorial in me. I picture Odette "mingling" with him for the rest of the night, his hand on the small of her back, leaning in to whisper in her ear, perhaps suggesting they continue their conversation in his room.



"That sounds boring," I say before I can stop myself.



Odette narrows her eyes, but there's amusement in them. "Oh? Do you have a better suggestion?"



"As a matter of fact, I do." I sign the check and tuck my wallet back into my jacket. "This is your first time in Philadelphia, right? Let me show you the city."



"Sightseeing?" She raises an eyebrow.



"Why not? It's a beautiful evening, and there's plenty to see within walking distance."



Odette considers for a moment, then smiles. "That sounds lovely, actually." She stands, smoothing down her dress and drawing eyes throughout the restaurant. "Lead the way, Mr. Taylor."



As we pass Charles's table, I place my hand lightly on Odette's lower back—partly to guide her through the crowded restaurant, partly in a gesture of possession I have no right to make. Charles's eyes narrow, but he makes no move to intercept us.
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Outside the hotel, I hail a cab, watching Odette's face as she takes in the city lights coming alive against the darkening sky. Philadelphia wraps itself in twilight blues and artificial golds, a sight I've seen a thousand times but never really noticed until watching her reaction to it. The cab pulls up, and I open the door for her, catching her skirt ride up as she slides into the back seat. Recalling that she isn’t wearing anything beneath makes my blood go south. "Franklin Square first," I tell the driver as I settle in beside her.



I keep a distance between us, not trusting myself. It’s tempting to scoot over, rest my hand on her bare thighs, and check her out. There isn’t any barrier, after all… No. I stop my filthy thoughts. Making out in a cab only happens in books and movies, not in real life.



As if she can read my mind, Odette moves closer to me, so close our thighs touch. My breath hitches as she takes my hand and places it on her thigh. Fuck. I curse silently and gaze at her. She smirks and spreads her thighs slightly apart, inviting me. I groan and resist the urge to take the bait, too aware of the driver’s face in the rearview mirror.



Odette is soon distracted by what goes on out on the street and watches it all with curious eyes, occasionally asking questions about landmarks we pass.



"Is this your first time in Philadelphia?" the driver asks, catching her enthusiasm in the rearview mirror.



"Yes," Odette answers. "I'm from California. Wine Country."



"Ah, that explains it," the driver says with a knowing nod, as if her West Coast origin explains everything from her accent to the daring cut of her dress.



We arrive at Franklin Square, its historic fountain illuminated against the deepening blue of evening. I pay the driver and help Odette out, conscious of how many eyes turn to watch her blue sequined form emerge from the cab.



"It's beautiful," she says, taking in the carousel, the miniature golf course, the sprawling green space bordered by trees strung with fairy lights.



"This is one of the city's five original squares," I tell her, slipping into tour guide mode as we begin to walk. "It was designed by William Penn in the 1680s."



Odette listens attentively as I share bits of history, her arm linked through mine, her body occasionally brushing against my side as we navigate around other evening strollers. The casual contact stirs embers that never fully cooled after our afternoon together.



We walk down 6th Street toward the Delaware River, the city opening up around us. When we reach Race Street Pier, Odette's pace quickens, drawing me forward onto the long, modern pier that juts out into the river.



The pier stretches before us, a study in modern urban design. Two levels connected by a gentle slope, lined with wooden benches and trees that seem to glow in the strategically placed lighting. Despite the hour, the space is alive with activity—joggers circling the perimeter, couples huddled on benches, tourists with cameras capturing the suspension cables of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge lit up against the night sky.



"This used to be a shipping pier," I explain as we walk out over the water. "They redesigned it about a decade ago."



Odette doesn't respond, her attention captured by the view. The river flows dark and mysterious below us, reflecting the lights of Camden across the water and the illuminated arch of the bridge above. A circle of college-aged kids sits cross-legged near the pier's end, sharing a pizza and laughing. Two elderly women walk slowly past us, their linked hands speaking of decades together.



We stop at the railing near the bridge, our shoulders touching as we lean forward to gaze at the panorama before us. The city skyline rises behind us, while ahead, the massive span of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge stretches across the Delaware, its cables transformed into strings of light.



"It's beautiful," Odette says softly. "I've been to New York, San Francisco, Seattle... I didn't expect Philadelphia to outshine them." She turns to me, her profile illuminated by the bridge lights. "It's more romantic than I imagined."



I chuckle, surprised by her assessment. "Romantic isn't a word I usually associate with Philly."



"That's because you haven't been paying attention." Odette turns fully toward me, her sequined dress catching the light like ripples on water. "When was the last time you took an evening stroll along the river like this?"



I try to remember and come up blank. "Never, I guess. I prefer staying home when I'm not working."



"Then you've been missing out." Her eyes shimmer with reflected light, and I feel mesmerized. "I'm glad I came."



"Me too," I say simply, meaning it.



The moment hangs between us, fragile and perfect. Then I lean forward, closing the gap, and kiss her. Her lips are soft against mine, tasting faintly of the wine we shared at dinner. She responds immediately, her body melting against mine, her hand coming up to rest against my chest.



Unlike our urgent coupling in the hotel room, this kiss is unhurried and exploratory. My hands find the bare skin of her back, tracing the delicate knobs of her spine. She makes a small sound of pleasure against my mouth, pressing closer.



The kiss deepens, her tongue meeting mine, her fingers now twined in my hair. I let my hand slide lower, following the curve of her back to where the fabric of her dress begins again, just above the swell of her backside. My other hand moves to cup her face, then trails down her neck to her shoulder, then along the plunging neckline of her dress.



My fingers brush the side of her breast, exposed by the daring cut of the dress, and Odette moans softly, writhing against me. Emboldened, I let my hand drift lower, along her thigh and then under the short hem of her dress to cup her bare ass.



The feel of her soft skin and plump flesh makes me grunt. I break the kiss, suddenly aware of our surroundings. "We should stop," I mutter against her lips. "Public indecency is still a crime in Pennsylvania."



Odette makes a small sound of protest, her body still pressed against mine. "Take me home, then," she says, her voice husky.



"What about sightseeing? There's Spruce Street Harbor Park, and Boathouse Row…”



"I want nothing more than a tour of your condo," she interrupts, her eyes dark with desire.



My heart races as I process her words. "That's... a great idea," I manage. "But I should warn you, it's not particularly romantic."



Odette smiles, a slow curve of her lips that promises wicked things. "It will be when we get there."



I don't need further convincing. Taking her hand, I lead her back along the pier at a pace just short of unseemly haste. We catch another cab on Delaware Avenue, and I give the driver my address in Center City, trying not to be too obvious about the way my hand rests on Odette's thigh during the short ride.













My condo building stands tall among the others, its glass and steel facade gleaming in the city lights. The doorman nods a greeting as we enter, his professional demeanor not quite hiding his appreciation of Odette's appearance. We ride the elevator in charged silence, standing closer than necessary, her hip brushing against mine.



The doors open on the seventh floor, and I lead her down the hallway to my unit, fumbling slightly with the key as her hand traces patterns on my back. Once inside, I flip on the lights, watching her reaction.



Odette steps past me, her jaw dropping as she takes in the floor-to-ceiling windows that dominate the far wall. The city spreads out below, a carpet of lights with City Hall illuminated at the center, its clock faces glowing against the night sky.



"You said this wasn't romantic," she accuses, turning to me with wonder in her eyes. "How could you say that with this view?"



I chuckle, seeing my home through her eyes for the first time. "I guess it depends on the person. You bring the romance with you."



"I'll take that as a compliment." She kicks off her heels, padding barefoot across the hardwood floor to press her palm against the cool glass. "I've always wanted to live in a place like this. A room with many windows and a view that takes your breath away."



I move to stand behind her, close enough to feel her warmth but not touching. "You're welcome to stay here for the night." The offer is casual on the surface, but we both know what it means.



Odette turns, and her back is now against the window, the city lights creating a halo effect around her dark hair. "Thank you," she says simply. Then she leans forward and kisses me again, her hands stroking my back.



I reach for the dimmer switch on the wall, lowering the lights until the room is illuminated primarily by the glow from outside. Then I move to the small bar cart in the corner. "Drink?"



"Please. Whatever you're having."



I pour us each a finger of good scotch and join her at the window. We sit on the wide windowsill seat, our backs against opposite sides, facing each other with the city as our backdrop.



Odette raises her glass. "To Philly, home to — the Liberty Bell."



“And cheesesteaks,” I add, clinking my glass against hers.



We sip in companionable silence, our legs touching on the window seat. Odette's dress has ridden up, exposing more of her thighs, and she doesn’t move to adjust it. I resist the urge to feel her.



The moment is broken by a chiming sound from Odette's small purse. She retrieves her phone, smiling at the screen. "It's Paula, asking how my day has been."



A pang of something like guilt flickers through me, quickly replaced by a strange warmth. Paula knows where Odette is and what we've been doing. There's no deception here.



Odette taps the screen a few times and then holds up the phone. "Do you mind if I call her? On FaceTime?"



"Not at all," I reply, suddenly eager to hear Paula’s voice.



Odette initiates the call, angling the phone so that it captures her but not me. Paula answers almost immediately, her face filling the screen, her blonde hair pulled back in a casual ponytail, her smile warm.



"There you are!" Paula's voice comes through the speaker, bright with affection. "How was your day?"



"Productive," Odette replies, her own smile matching Paula's. "I'm with Greg now, in his condo." She turns the phone to include me in the frame.



"Hi Paula," I say, raising my glass in greeting.



Paula's eyes widen appreciatively as she takes in Odette's appearance. "That dress! My God, Odette, I wish I was there to strip it off you myself."



Odette laughs, the sound rich and unself-conscious. "Thanks. Greg's been wanting to do that all night."



I feel my face warm, but I don't deny it.



"I bet he has," Paula says with a knowing smirk. "How was the expo?"



Odette fills her in on the day's events, including the unexpected encounter with Charles. I watch Paula's face grow serious at the mention of Kaia's father.



"Be careful around him," Paula advises. "I don’t trust the man."



"I know," Odette assures her. "But it was fine. Business only. Besides, Greg is here to protect me."



Odette is being playful, but Paula takes her comment seriously. "You should stay with Greg tonight," Paula says. "Don’t give Charles any chance at all."



"Greg's already invited me," Odette replies, her eyes meeting mine over the phone. "And I've accepted."



Paula's smile returns. "Good. Well, I'll let you two enjoy your evening. Call me tomorrow before your flight?"



"Of course," Odette promises.



"Goodnight, Greg," Paula adds, her eyes finding mine through the screen. "Take care of her."



The call ends, and Odette sets her phone aside, turning her full attention back to me. The city continues to glow behind her, but now all I can see is her.














CHAPTER 10
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After putting her phone away, Odette swirls the remaining scotch in her glass, her eyes reflecting the city lights. There's a moment of silence between us, comfortable yet charged with anticipation. Then she looks up at me, her expression softening into something that catches me off guard with its vulnerability. "I should confess something," she says, her voice quiet against the backdrop of faint traffic sounds from below. "The main reason I decided to come to this trade show wasn't business. It wasn’t because I missed you either, although I did miss you. It was Paula's idea."



I tilt my head, confused. "What do you mean?"



Odette sets her glass on the windowsill, her fingers trailing along the rim. "Paula was worried about you. She said you must’ve been lonely living all by yourself." A small smile plays at her lips. "She suggested I should come to Philadelphia to spend time with you. The trade show was just a convenient excuse."



My mouth opens in surprise, the implication sinking in slowly. "You came all the way across the country just to keep me company?"



"Yes." She meets my eyes directly, no trace of regret or hesitation in her gaze. "And you're worth it."



Something shifts in my chest—a warmth that spreads outward, catching me off guard with its intensity. I've been alone for so long that I've forgotten what it feels like to be the focus of someone's genuine care and attention. That Paula and Odette coordinated this, that they both thought of my happiness, leaves me momentarily speechless.



"I don't know how to thank you for that," I finally say, my voice rougher than intended.



Odette's smile turns wicked, the vulnerability of the moment giving way to heat. "What about by fucking me properly?" she suggests, her tone casual as if asking me to pass the salt.



The blunt request sends a surge of lust through me, my breathing quickening in response. "It would be my honor," I reply, only half-joking.



“Not an appetizer that leaves me hungry, but a full course, okay?” Odette sets her glass beside mine on the windowsill, then moves closer, her knees brushing against my thighs. She leans in, her hands coming to rest on my shoulders as she kisses me.



This kiss is different from the ones we've shared before—deeper, more deliberate. Her lips are soft but insistent, asking for things her words haven't yet articulated. I respond in kind, my hands finding her waist, feeling the contrast between the cool sequins of her dress and the warm skin beneath.



Her tongue traces the seam of my lips, and I open to her, tasting scotch and desire. One of her hands slides up to cup the back of my neck, her nails scraping lightly against my scalp in a way that sends shivers down my spine. My own hands wander, one tracing up her bare back while the other finds the curve of her hip.



I play with the thin strap of her dress, my fingers brushing against her shoulder as we kiss. Slowly, deliberately, I push it off her shoulder while my lips trail down her neck. The dress shifts but stays in place, defying gravity through some miracle of modern tailoring.



Odette chuckles against my ear. "It's about time you did that," she murmurs. "You've been staring at this dress all night."



"Can you blame me?" I reply, pulling back to look at her. "It's been driving me crazy."



I turn her slightly, so she's facing me more directly, and look at her—really look at her, taking my time. Then I push the other strap off her shoulder, watching as the dress finally loses its battle with gravity and falls, revealing her breasts to my gaze.



One side of her dress has fallen completely, exposing one perfect breast. The contrast between the sequined fabric pooled at her waist and her bare skin is almost artistic in its sensuality. I don't wait for an invitation, covering the exposed breast with my lips, drawing a soft moan from her.



"What about public decency?" she asks playfully, her fingers threading through my hair as I suck gently. "Aren't you worried about being seen?"



I groan, my mouth not leaving her skin as I glance briefly at the city sprawled below us. We're eight stories up, taller than the nearby buildings, and the lighting in the room is dim. Even if someone could see us, we'd be nothing more than silhouettes against the interior light.



"I don't care," I murmur against her skin, surprising myself with the truth of it.



I've always been cautious and measured, a man who calculates risks before taking action. But tonight, with Odette, I feel bold—romantic even, in a way I've never experienced. I don't care who might see us; I only care about the woman in my arms and the way she makes me feel.



I slide the other strap off her shoulder, watching as the top of her dress falls completely, pooling at her waist and leaving her topless before me. The city lights play across her skin, highlighting the curves and valleys of her body in a chiaroscuro effect that takes my breath away.



I lavish attention on her other breast, drawing it into my mouth, feeling its tip harden against my tongue. Odette arches into my touch, her head falling back, exposing the elegant line of her throat. Her hands grip my shoulders, nails digging in slightly through the fabric of my shirt.



"God, your mouth," she sighs, the words barely audible.



I alternate between her breasts, using my hands where my mouth isn't, pinching and rolling her nipples the way I've learned she likes. Her breath comes faster, little gasps escaping with each new sensation. The sounds drive me higher, my own arousal straining against my pants.



Wanting better access, I slide off the window seat onto my knees before her. She watches me with hooded eyes as I move, her lips parted, her chest rising and falling rapidly. I turn her gently, so her back presses against the cool glass of the window while she faces me.



"Spread your legs," I instruct, my voice barely recognizable to my own ears.



She complies without hesitation, her thighs parting, the sequined dress riding up to expose her completely. I place my hands on her knees, pushing them wider still, then lean in to press my lips to the inside of her thigh.



I take my time, kissing my way up her leg, occasionally nipping gently at the sensitive skin, enjoying the way she squirms in anticipation. When I finally reach her center, I pause, looking up to meet her eyes. She's watching me, her bottom lip caught between her teeth, her hands gripping the edge of the window seat.



Without breaking eye contact, I lean in and taste her. She's as wet as she claimed earlier, her arousal coating my tongue as I explore her folds. Her head falls back against the window with a soft thud, a moan escaping her lips as I find her clit and circle it slowly.



Odette's hands find my hair, her fingers tangling in it as she guides me subtly, showing me what she wants. I follow her lead, alternating between broad strokes of my tongue and more focused attention on her clit. Her thighs tremble on either side of my head, her breathing growing more ragged with each passing moment.



"Right there," she gasps when I hit a particularly sensitive spot. "Don't stop."



I have no intention of stopping. Mouthing not leaving her, I reach up to palm her breast with one hand while the other slides between her legs, teasing her entrance. She's so wet that my finger slips in easily, and her inner walls clench around it immediately.



"More," she demands, her hips moving against my face.



I add a second finger, curling them inside her to find the spot that makes her cry out. When I hit it, her back arches away from the window, her thighs clamping around my head momentarily before relaxing again.



I build a rhythm between my fingers and tongue, feeling her getting closer to the edge. Just as her breathing reaches a frantic pace, I pull back slightly.



"Would you like to move to the bedroom?" I ask, my voice husky.



Odette shakes her head, her eyes wild with desire. "No. I want you to fuck me right here, while I enjoy this view."



The request sends a jolt of pure lust through me. I nod, standing up and beginning to unbutton my shirt.



"Turn around and get down on your knees," I tell her, surprised at my own boldness. "Elbows on the windowsill."



She obeys without hesitation, slipping off the window seat and turning to kneel on the floor, her elbows resting on the wide ledge. The position causes her to arch her back, presenting her ass to me in a way that makes my mouth go dry. She looks over her shoulder, her hair falling across her face, and deliberately wiggles her hips.



"I've missed the feel of your rough hands on me," she says, her voice a purr.



I give her what she wants, delivering a light spank to her right cheek. She squeals with delight, the sound transforming into a breathy "More."



I continue, alternating between spanking and stroking, watching her skin flush pink under my attention. Each impact draws a fresh sound from her, encouraging me to continue. I run my hand along the cleft of her ass, teasing her sensitive spots, feeling her shiver under my touch.



Odette coos with pleasure, then reaches for her handbag on the windowsill. "Don't stop," she urges as she digs inside, eventually producing a small toiletry bag.



She empties the contents onto the windowsill, and I inhale sharply at what tumbles out—a small bottle of lube and a string of graduated pink anal beads with a ring at one end.



"You brought your toys with you on a business trip?" I ask, both shocked and aroused.



Odette laughs, the sound rich with anticipation. "Well, it's now a pleasure trip, isn't it?" She pushes the items toward me. "Lube the beads and put them inside me."



I pick up the bottle, warming it in my hands for a moment before coating the beads with a generous amount. Odette watches over her shoulder, her eyes dark with desire, her lips parted in anticipation.



"Start slow," she instructs as I position the smallest bead at her entrance.



I press gently, watching in fascination as her body accepts the first bead, then the second. Odette moans with each new stretch, her forehead dropping to rest on her arms as I continue. By the time the final bead disappears inside her, leaving only the ring exposed, she's panting, her thighs trembling.



"Now your cock," she demands, her voice strained. "I need you inside me."



I don't need to be told twice. I free myself from my pants, positioning my engorged shaft at her entrance. She's impossibly wet, her arousal coating her inner thighs. I slide in with one slow thrust, both of us groaning at the sensation.



"Fuck," I curse, pausing to savor the feeling. The beads create bumps and ridges I can feel through the thin wall separating us, adding a new dimension to the pleasure. It's almost too much, too intense.



I begin to move slowly, each thrust careful and measured. Odette pushes back against me, taking me deeper, her internal muscles clenching around me in a rhythm that threatens to undo me completely.



As I thrust, I find myself gazing past Odette's arched back to the city spread below us. Philadelphia looks different from this angle, from this moment—magical in a way I've never appreciated before. The familiar grid of streets, the illuminated landmarks, the river in the distance—they all seem transformed, as if I'm seeing them for the first time.



I must have slowed down unintentionally, because Odette complains as she pushes into me. “Please, Greg. Don’t stop. Faster, deeper, oh dear God. Fuck you feel so good, there, there, yes, yes!” Her words are barely coherent, but I have no trouble understanding her.



Her enthusiasm is irresistible, and it only intensifies my hunger. I reach for her tits and pinch her nipples. Odette moans louder, and her channel gets wetter instantly. Her juices are releasing at a greater volume, making her more slippery. My urge to come is getting stronger, and I can barely hold it.



“I’m gonna come,” I murmur against her neck as I increase my pace. I grip her hip with one hand while reaching around to find her clit with the other.



"Me, too," she gasps, her voice tight with approaching release. "Pull the beads out slowly, when I tell you."



I continue thrusting, feeling my own climax building at the base of my spine. My fingers work her sensitive spot in tight circles, matching the rhythm of my hips. Odette's moans grow louder, her body tensing beneath me.



"Now," she manages. "Pull them out now."



I grasp the ring and begin to pull slowly, feeling the resistance as each bead passes through the tight ring of muscle. As the beads are halfway out, Odette cries out, her body convulsing, her inner walls clamping down on me with incredible force.



The sensation is too much. With a guttural groan, I follow her over the edge, my release pouring into her in hot pulses. For a moment, the world narrows to just this—our joined bodies, the shared pleasure, the perfect connection.



I collapse forward, my chest against her back, both of us breathing hard. We stay like that for a minute, connected and complete, the city continuing its nighttime dance below us.



"I'll remember this night forever," Odette murmurs eventually, her voice soft with satisfaction. "Philadelphia will always be my favorite city in the world."



I look out at the skyline, seeing it through new eyes—her eyes. "Me too," I say simply, meaning it more than she could know.



In the space of one evening, my familiar city has become something else entirely—a place of romance and possibility, transformed by the woman in my arms. And I, too, feel transformed, opened to experiences and emotions I had forgotten existed.



A few moments later, we find ourselves tangled up in my king-sized bed, wrapped in each other’s arms as we admire another breathtaking view through the bedroom window. “You really ought to keep the condo,” Odette remarks. “Don’t even think about leasing it out.” I laugh, amused by her apparent fondness for the place. “Are you planning on living here sometimes?” I ask.



“No,” she responds, laughing. “I know it might sound a little crazy—and not exactly financially wise in your opinion—but you could hold onto it as a vacation home for when we visit the East Coast, whether for business or pleasure.”



I weigh my alternatives. It certainly isn’t the best business decision, yet the idea holds its appeal. “I suppose leasing can wait,” I say with a smile.



“Thank you,” she replies, leaning in to kiss me on the lips. “Now fuck me again.”



“So soon?” I ask playfully as my hand drifts toward her ass. “I wouldn’t want you to be too sore to stand at the trade show tomorrow.”



She laughs. “Never. I want that soreness—it's exactly what I desire. I want to feel it for days, until I see you again. Who knows how long that might be?”



I caress her soft, silky skin. “It won’t be long. Two weeks at the most.”



“Damn. That is a long time,” she pouts. “Is there any way you can speed things up a bit?”



I chuckle at her impatience. “I get it. You're already missing me."



She bites her lip, hesitating as she searches for the right words. “Actually, it’s not just about me. Paula and the girls... they need you, too.”



“I know,” I admit, suddenly filled with longing. “Like I said, I’m doing my best…”



She cuts me off. “Paula is pregnant.”



My hand freezes against her backside as I absorb her words. “Seriously? Since when?”



“Two days after you left the farm,” she explains. “She asked me to wait on telling you because she didn’t want you to feel pressured to return.”



“Nonsense,” I reply, my heart racing with excitement, almost reaching for the phone. “How’s she doing? Is she…?”



“She’s doing great,” Odette reassures me. “But she does need some help, of course. And don’t call her now—call her tomorrow and celebrate this news with her alone, okay?”



“Okay,” I agree. “Thanks for letting me know.”



“You’re welcome,” she whispers. “Now give me more of that amazing seed. I want a baby too.”



I grin. “I’ve already given you three loads.”



“I’m not getting any younger, Gregory, in case you haven’t noticed. And I need a lot more to boost my chances.”



“Yes ma’am,” I reply, the desire in her eyes igniting my passion once again. “Let’s make sure you get knocked up before the night’s over.”










CHAPTER 11
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The Uber curves along the familiar road, and my heart beats faster as we approach the farm. Three weeks away have felt like three years. Philadelphia, with its concrete and glass, seems like a distant memory now—a place I visited in a dream. What matters is here: Paula, her daughters, and the new life growing inside her. Our baby. The thought still catches me off guard, sending a wave of warmth through my chest that makes me shift in my seat.



"Almost there, sir," the driver says, glancing at me in the rearview mirror.



I nod, trying to contain my excitement like a grown man should. But the truth is, I feel like a kid coming home for Christmas. I've wrapped up what I needed to in Philadelphia—transferred my clients to Nathan and the other associates, signed the preliminary resignation papers. The legal process might drag on for months, but I don't need to be physically present for that. Richard understood. He wasn't happy, but he understood.



"Not leasing the condo?" he had asked, eyebrows raised in that way that always made junior accountants nervous.



"No," I had replied. "Keeping it."



Richard had smiled and said that it was a smart decision since I could move back in case I changed my mind. I merely shrugged and didn’t bother to tell him the real reasons I was keeping the condo: Odette’s whimsical suggestion and my own eagerness to return to California. Searching for suitable tenants needed patience, but I lost mine when Odette broke the news that Paula was expecting. I couldn't delay any further.



Frankly, I don’t really know whether it was a smart decision at all. In fact, it seems ridiculous. A condo in Philadelphia when I live in California? Odette's suggestion had seemed impulsive, excessive—not the kind of financial decision a forty-two-year-old accountant should make. But then again, I don't need the cash. The mortgage is long paid off, and the property value in Center City only goes up. Plus, the idea of having a place to return to from time to time, a foothold in my old life, feels comforting in a strange way.



The Uber slows, and there it is—the sign I've only seen in photos until now.



"Welcome to Enchanting Roses," I murmur.



The sign is everything Paula described and more. Carved wood with the letters burned in, surrounded by a frame of delicately painted roses that look almost real. A small trellis arches over it, waiting for the climbing roses Paula plans to train across it once spring comes. The whole thing sits atop two posts of river stone collected from the creek that runs along the back of the property. It's rustic without being kitschy, artistic without being pretentious—just like Paula herself.



"That's new," I say to the driver.



"Beautiful property," he replies. "Are you visiting?"



"Coming home, actually. I own it with my—" I pause, not sure what to call Paula. Partner? Girlfriend? Those words seem inadequate. "—with the mother of my child," I finish, and the words feel right in my mouth.



The road between the fields makes me catch my breath. Rows of roses stretch out on either side, their late blooms still showing color. The farmhouse sits at the end like a promise, with its wraparound porch and cheerful blue trim. I've lived here barely a month, but the sight fills me with a sense of belonging I've rarely felt. Not in my father's second family's home, not in my mother's rose farm in northern California, and certainly not in my sterile Center City condo.



This is home. It's as simple and as complicated as that.



A six-person golf cart appears around a bend in the distance, headed our way. As it approaches, I recognize the flash of copper-red hair—Aria—and beside her, the honeyed brown of Kaia's longer locks. The cart is filled with people I don't recognize—tourists, I realize. Part of the farm tour business we have been developing.



Both vehicles slow. I lower my window and wave vigorously, probably looking like an overeager fool, but I don't care.



"Hi Greg, welcome back!" Aria shouts, her voice carrying across the distance between us, bright with genuine excitement. She looks happy to see me, which makes something in my chest expand. Kaia gives a more reserved but equally warm wave.



The driver edges past the cart carefully. "Family of yours?" he asks.



"Yes, family," I say, and the word feels right. "They’re running farm tours here—it's an extension of the vineyard tour next door."



"The vineyard?" The driver perks up. "Exotic Wines, right? I've been there. Great tasting room."



"That's the one," I confirm, a touch of pride in my voice. "We're partnered with them—the rose tours are a natural extension. People come for the wine, stay for the roses."



"Smart business," the driver nods appreciatively as we pull up to the farmhouse. "You're a lucky man to have such a beautiful place."



"I know," I say, and I mean it.



The car stops, and I can barely wait to get out. I pay quickly, adding a generous tip, and haul my suitcase from the trunk. It's larger than I needed—I didn't bring much from Philadelphia, just some clothes I might need later. The bulk of the space is taken up with gifts. For Paula, for the girls, for the baby that's still just a cluster of cells but already feels like the center of my world.



The gravel crunches under my feet as I drag the suitcase toward the porch steps. The air smells different here—earthy and floral, with hints of Paula's roses even in October. And something else—something delicious wafting from inside. My stomach rumbles in response.



Belle must be cooking, I think as I ring the doorbell. Paula had texted that she'd be in the house when I arrived, probably working on farm accounts or planning the next phase of the tour business. She's always planning, always three steps ahead—it's one of the things I love about her.



The door swings open, and I blink in surprise. Paula stands in the doorway, but not the Paula I expected—the businesswoman with soil on her boots and determination in the set of her shoulders. This Paula wears an apron over her jeans and simple white blouse, her blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, her blue eyes bright with welcome. It's only the second time I've seen her in an apron, and the domestic image does something strange to my insides.



"Surprise," she says, a smile spreading across her face. "Belle's busy with the workshop, so I thought I'd try my hand at dinner."



I drop my suitcase handle and step forward, pulling her into my arms. She fits against me just right, her head tucking under my chin, her body warm and solid. I breathe in the scent of her—roses, yes, and beneath them, a note that’s unmistakably Paula, a note I've missed every night in Philadelphia.



"I missed you," I murmur into her hair.



"Me too," she says against my chest. "The farm isn't the same without you."



I pull back just enough to kiss her, savoring the softness of her lips, the familiarity of her mouth. When we part, her eyes are shining.



"How was the flight?" she asks.



"It was lengthy," I respond. "But worth every minute."



She laughs, that warm sound that first drew me to her. "Come in, then. Tell me everything."



I follow her inside, suddenly aware that I've come home to something I never even knew I wanted—a family, a future, roots in the ground as deep and enduring as my mother’s most treasured roses.







Inside, the farmhouse wraps around us like a familiar blanket. Paula glances at my oversized suitcase and raises an eyebrow, a small smile playing at the corner of her mouth. "Planning to stay awhile?" she asks, nodding toward the luggage that seems excessive for a man who supposedly lives here. Something about her teasing tone makes me feel sixteen again—a good feeling at forty-two.



"That's the plan," I say, wheeling the suitcase into the living room. "No more Philadelphia trips for a while."



"Must be a lot of suits in there," she says, following me.



I laugh. "Actually, no. Turns out not much from my Center City life seems useful for farm living in California." I unzip the top of the suitcase. "I brought some sweaters and jackets for when it eventually dips below seventy degrees around here. But mostly—" I open the case fully, revealing packages wrapped in tissue paper and gift bags with ribbons. "I brought these."



Her eyes widen. "Greg, you didn't have to—"



"I wanted to," I interrupt, reaching into the case. "This is for you." I hand her a small, neatly wrapped package.



She opens it carefully, revealing a silk pregnancy gown in a soft shade of blue that matches her eyes. It's elegantly cut, designed to accommodate a growing belly while still looking beautiful. "Oh," she breathes, running her fingers over the fabric.



"There's more," I say, reaching back into the case. Next comes a bottle of prenatal vitamins—the expensive kind, with additional omega-3s and folate. Then I pull out the items I spent the most time selecting: a soft yellow baby blanket with tiny embroidered roses along the edge, a white onesie with "Daddy's Little Tax Deduction" printed across the front, and a small stuffed elephant with oversized ears.



I watch Paula's face as I place each item on the coffee table. Her expression shifts from surprise to amusement and then something deeper—her eyes growing bright with unshed tears even as her smile widens.



"Greg," she says, her voice catching. "This is so sweet, but it's—it's so early. I'm only five weeks along."



I take her hands in mine. "It's not too early for me. I'm forty-two years old, Paula. I never thought I'd have this chance." I place my palm gently against her stomach, still flat beneath her blouse. "I can't believe I'm going to be a dad."



She places her hand over mine. "You're going to be an amazing father."



The moment seems suspended in time—her warm hand on mine, both of us connected to the microscopic miracle happening beneath our touch. Then I pull her to me, wrapping my arms around her, breathing in the scent of her hair, her skin, the subtle smell of whatever she's been cooking.



"I can't believe I missed you this much after only three weeks," I murmur.



"Imagine how it'll be if you go away for a month," she teases, but her arms tighten around me.



The front door bangs open, breaking our moment. "Daddy!" Aria's voice calls out. "Where are you?"



Paula and I separate just as Aria bounds into the living room, followed more sedately by Belle. Aria's copper-red hair is windblown from the golf cart ride, her green eyes bright with excitement. Belle, always more reserved, offers a warm smile that transforms her face from merely beautiful to radiant.



"Welcome back," Belle says, stepping forward to give me a quick hug.



Aria, never one for restraint, practically jumps into my arms. "Did you bring us presents?" she asks, eyeing the open suitcase.



I laugh. "As a matter of fact, I did. Philadelphia specialties." I reach into the suitcase and pull out boxes of cookies from Reading Terminal Market, specialty cakes from my favorite bakery, and several packages of Goldenberg's Peanut Chews.



"Yes!" Aria exclaims, grabbing a package of the peanut chews. "I loved these when Odette brought them back."



"Save some room," Paula warns. "Dinner's almost ready."



"You cooked?" Belle asks, eyebrows rising.



"Don't sound so surprised," Paula shoots back, but there's no heat in it. "I can follow a recipe."



"I'll help set the table," Belle offers, heading toward the kitchen.



Soon we're all seated around the dining table, plates filled with a surprisingly delicious pasta dish that Paula has prepared. The conversation flows easily, filling me in on everything that's happened during my absence.



“I saw the sign on my way in,” I say. “It’s beautiful.”



"I know, right?" Aria adds. "I designed it.”



“It cost us a fortune just to make that little sign,” Belle chimes in.



Paula smiles. “It’s worth the money. We've had people stop just because they saw it from the road."



“And the website?” I ask. “How many orders have you gotten today?”



Belle and Aria exchange a look. “Not so many. Just a few bouquets.”



"And the rose products?" I ask, turning to Belle. “Sold any soap, or rose water?”



Belle shakes her head. "Not yet. We're still working on product photography and listings."



"We’re learning to run ads," Paula adds. "Google, Facebook, Instagram."



"And we're planning to set up an Amazon shop," Aria chimes in.



I nod, considering. "What about physical stores? Have you contacted any beauty-product retailers or spas in the region?"



The ladies exchange a glance. "No," Belle admits. "It seemed... too ambitious. We've barely started the workshop."



"We don't have that much inventory yet," Aria adds.



I lean forward, resting my elbows on the table. "It's not too early to start showcasing your products. If you believe in what you're making—and you should, it's excellent quality—then you need to get it out there."



"You think we're ready?" Belle asks.



“You might not get big orders right away," I tell her, thinking back to business school and what I've seen work for my clients. "Which is probably a good thing while you're still scaling up. But if you start building relationships now, you'll be top of mind when they're ready to place larger orders.”



A slow smile spreads across Belle's face. "I could put together some sample packages."



"I actually know some spa owners in the valley," Paula adds thoughtfully. "They order rose petals from us from time to time."



Belle’s eyes brighten. “You mean the shop in the town center? Mr. and Mrs. Weerawat?”



“Yes,” Paula nods. “How about I give them a call?”



“Yes, please, Mom!” Belle says.



"Perfect," I say. "And I can help with the business side—pricing structures, wholesale agreements, that sort of thing."



"Team Enchanting Roses," Aria says, raising her water glass in a toast.



We all clink glasses, and I feel a surge of belonging that still surprises me.



"We should call Odette," Paula suggests. "Let her know you're home."



I pull out my phone and initiate a FaceTime call. Odette answers on the third ring, her dark wavy hair pulled back from her face, a slight flush to her cheeks suggesting she's been working.



"Greg! You made it back," she says with a genuine smile.



"Just got in," I confirm. "Wanted to say hello."



"Welcome home," she says, then glances off-screen. "Kaia and I are in the middle of a wedding venue service—it's chaos here. We can't join you for dinner tonight, but you must all come over tomorrow. I'll cook."



"Sounds perfect," I reply.



"Good to see you," she says. "Tomorrow at seven." Then she's gone, back to her organized chaos.



I put the phone down, and Paula gives me a knowing look. "So, Odette convinced you to keep the condo, huh?"



I feel a faint heat in my cheeks. "She said she loved the view."



Paula laughs. "Odette can be quite idealistic for someone with such a practical business mind."



"And she said I should keep it as a vacation home," I admit. "Which seems crazy given the distance."



"Not that crazy," Aria interjects. "I can't wait to visit! It looked so cool over the video call."



"Anytime," I tell her, meaning it. "Maybe during Christmas break? We could go to New York for shopping and sightseeing, then swing down to Philly."



The table erupts with enthusiastic planning—Belle wants to see the Liberty Bell, Aria is already making a list of New York stores to visit, and Paula sits back with a contented smile that makes my heart skip.



"So you're really staying," she says quietly while the girls debate the merits of different Manhattan neighborhoods.



I reach for her hand under the table. "Wild horses couldn't drag me away."



Her fingers intertwine with mine, warm and strong, and I know with absolute certainty that I've made the right choice. Philadelphia was a life I built carefully, piece by piece, like a meticulous accounting spreadsheet. But this—this sprawling, messy, beautiful life—is what I've been balancing my books for all these years without
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After dinner, Belle and Aria disappear into the study, already deep in conversation about online advertising strategies and promotional photos. I can hear Aria's excited voice as they go: "We should do a time-lapse of the soap-making process. People love that behind-the-scenes stuff." Their enthusiasm is contagious, but right now, all I want is time alone with Paula. We clean the kitchen in comfortable silence, our movements synchronized like we've been doing this for years instead of weeks.



"The girls seem excited about the marketing," Paula says, handing me a plate to dry.



"They're naturals," I reply, carefully setting it in the cabinet. "Belle knows the products inside and out, and Aria has the creative vision."



Paula nods, a faint smile tugged at her lips. "And now they have an accountant with business talent."



"At your service," I say with a mock bow that makes her laugh.



When the kitchen is spotless—Paula wouldn't have it any other way—she turns to me with a gleam in her eye that sends a pleasant shiver down my spine. "Hot spring?" she suggests. "You must be tired from the flight."



"God, yes," I groan. "I've been dreaming about that hot spring for three weeks."



The evening has settled around the farm, and the sky has been painted in deep purples and blues. We walk hand in hand to the hot spring in the back of the cottage in bathrobes. It's one of the farm's hidden treasures—a feature that adds immeasurable value yet doesn't appear on any balance sheet.



Paula slips into the water first, and I take a moment to admire her—the gentle curves, the slight roundness of her belly that might be my imagination, knowing what I know. She's beautiful in a way that transcends conventional standards, a beauty that comes from strength and determination and the capacity for joy.



I follow her into the water, sighing as the heat envelops me. "God, I missed this," I say, settling onto an underwater rock beside her.



"Just the hot spring?" she teases, echoing our earlier conversation at the door.



I slide my arm around her shoulders. "No. I missed you. Every part of you. Every part of this place." I gesture vaguely to indicate the farm beyond the walls. "My life in Philly felt... hollow."



She turns to face me, water lapping gently around her shoulders. "Even with Odette visiting?" she asks playfully.



"That was nice," I admit, "And thank you for that. But this is home." I cup her cheek in my palm. "You are home."



Her eyes soften in the lantern light, and she leans forward to press her lips against mine. It's a gentle kiss at first, a reconnection after separation, but it quickly deepens. Her mouth opens under mine, and I taste the subtle sweetness of the wine she had with dinner. Her hand finds my chest, fingers tracing patterns against my skin.



When we part, her eyes are darker, the blue deepened by desire. "Turn around," I say softly. "Let me help you relax."



She complies, presenting her back to me. I gather her damp hair and move it over one shoulder, exposing the elegant line of her neck. Starting at her shoulders, I begin to massage, my thumbs finding the knots of tension that come from saving a failing farm.



"Oh," she sighs, head dropping forward. "That's perfect."



I work slowly, methodically, moving from her shoulders down her spine, applying pressure where she's tense, gentler strokes where she's sensitive. Her skin is slick from the mineral-rich water, and my hands gliding easily across the landscape of her body. I lean forward occasionally to press kisses to her neck, the shell of her ear, the sensitive spot where her shoulder meets her throat.



"I missed touching you," I murmur against her skin. "Missed the way you feel under my hands."



She makes a small sound, something between a sigh and a moan, that sends heat through me unrelated to the spring's temperature. My massage becomes less therapeutic and more exploratory, my hands sliding to her sides, then around to her stomach.



"Yes," she sighs with satisfaction. "Please don't stop."



Encouraged, I let my hands wander higher, cupping her breasts. They're fuller than I remember from just three weeks ago, and more sensitive too, judging by the way she gasps when my thumbs brush across her nipples. I circle them slowly, feeling them harden under my touch, each tiny movement pulling another beautiful sound from her throat.



One hand remains at her breast, while the other slides downward, across the slight curve of her belly—our child, our future—and lower still. She parts her legs in invitation, and I find her, hot and ready even in the water. I stroke gently at first, finding the rhythm she likes, the pressure that makes her breath catch.



"Greg," she whispers, her head falling back against my shoulder. "I missed you so much."



"I'm here now," I promise, increasing the pace of my fingers. "I'm not going anywhere."



Her hips begin to move with my touch, seeking more. I hold her against me, my own arousal pressing into her lower back, but this moment is for her. I focus on the sounds she makes, the way her body responds, and the increasing urgency of her movements.



When I feel her getting close, I whisper in her ear, telling her how beautiful she is, how much I want her, how I've thought of this moment every night we were apart. My words combined with the steady rhythm of my fingers send her over the edge. She shudders against me, a cry escaping her lips that echoes in the small space.



Before she's fully recovered, she turns in my arms, her eyes heavy-lidded but intent. "I want you," she says simply, directly—Paula never minces words.



We adjust positions, the water making us nearly weightless. She turns, gripping the edge of the spring, and I position myself behind her, mindful of her comfort, of the precious cargo she carries. Our bodies find each other with smooth familiarity, and I enter her slowly, savoring the sensation of coming home in the most primal sense.



"Perfect," I murmur against the nape of her neck. "You feel perfect."



I establish a gentle rhythm, different from our usual passionate encounters but no less intense. My hands caress her everywhere I can reach—her sides, her breasts, the sensitive spot at the small of her back. I'm acutely aware of her pregnancy, moving carefully, letting her set the pace.



"More," she urges, pushing back against me. "I'm not going to break, Greg."



I smile against her shoulder, increasing my tempo slightly but maintaining control. My hand finds its way between her legs again, adding to her pleasure. The dual sensations soon have her gasping, her inner muscles tightening around me in a way that threatens my composure.



"God, Paula," I groan. "You're incredible."



The steam, the water, the lantern light, the woman in my arms—everything combines into a moment of perfect connection. I whisper in her ear, words I'd be embarrassed to say in the light of day, telling her exactly what she does to me, how she makes me feel, what I want to do with her, for her.



My words push her toward a second climax, and I feel her begin to tighten around me. The sensation is too much to resist. We come together, her name on my lips, mine on hers, our bodies locked in an ancient dance made new by the depth of feeling between us.







Afterward, we stay connected for long moments, the water lapping gently around us, our breathing slowly returning to normal. Eventually, I help her turn in my arms, holding her close, her cheek against my chest where she can surely hear the steady beat of my heart.



"Welcome home," she murmurs, and I can hear the smile in her voice.



"Best welcome I could imagine," I reply, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.



We soak a while longer, not speaking, just enjoying each other’s presence. The world fades around us—farm work, sales, harvests, soap formulations—they are things to be worried about tomorrow.



When the night air begins to chill, we reluctantly leave the spring. I’m about to kiss her goodnight in front of the cottage when she says, “I think it’s time you move in with me.”



My mouth opens slightly. I’ve given it some thought. We are not exactly living under one roof. “Are you sure? I thought you might want some space.”



“I did,” she says. “But you’re worth giving up the space.”



I grin. “Do you want me tonight?”



She nods. “Unless you want to stay in the cottage longer. I know it means a lot …”



I consider, knowing what she means. I feel a connection with the mother I didn’t know well. “I can still use it as an office,” I say.



“Sounds good,” she says. “Grab your pajamas. I’ll be waiting for you.”



"I'll be quick," I assure her, planting a quick kiss on her lips before rushing into the cottage.
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I wipe sweat from my brow with the back of my gloved hand, careful not to let the thorns catch on my skin. Over a month of doing this, and I still haven't mastered the art of harvesting roses without occasionally drawing blood. The July sun beats down on my neck as I reach for a particularly stunning Distant Drums hybrid, its apricot center fading to a smoky lavender at the edges. Beside me, Aria moves with surprising grace between the rows, her copper hair catching fire in the sunlight. Her basket is already brimming with perfect blooms.



"We need three more Moonlight Sonatas," she calls out, checking her phone list. "And then two Jupiter's Daughters for the Johnson order."



I squint at the seemingly identical white roses. "Which ones are the Moonlight again?"



Aria sighs dramatically but smiles. "The ones with the hint of cream at the base of the petals. Not the pure whites—those are Snow Queens." She points toward a section ten yards away. "Over there."



Our garden cart sits half-filled with carefully arranged buckets of water, each holding different varieties. It's still strange how quickly the online business has taken off since we launched the website two weeks ago. Not a fortune by any means—five orders a day, averaging around a thousand dollars total—but promising for something we've only been doing for two weeks.



"The Carmichael order wants three dozen Jupiter's Daughters," Aria says, checking her phone again. "That's our big one today—two hundred fifty."



I nod, remembering how the pricing works now. Twelve roses for a hundred dollars minimum, two dozen for a hundred eighty, and three dozen maxing out at two-fifty.



"We're probably going to need to group the varieties better once we start getting more orders," I say, thinking about efficiency. "It takes forever to trek all over the farm for specific flowers."



“So it’s a workout for you.” Aria makes a non-committal sound. "But I like wandering. Each section has its own personality." She bends to snip a deep burgundy bloom. "Besides, look how gorgeous these Midnight Secrets are up close."



I watch her work, struck again by the change in her. When I first met Aria two months ago, she wanted nothing to do with the farm. Now she moves through the roses like she was born among them, recognizing each variety without hesitation, treating each stem with care.



"You've really taken to this," I say.



She glances up, her green eyes catching the light. "Surprised?"



"A little," I admit. "You weren't exactly farm-enthusiastic when I arrived. You hated harvesting."



Aria laughs, the sound bright in the quiet field. "That's because it was quite boring." She carefully places another bloom in her basket. "But this is different. This is... creating something beautiful."



I smile. The various new projects have undoubtedly changed her attitude toward farm work.



It takes us over an hour to harvest all the flowers for today’s orders, traipsing from one corner of the farm to another. The roses are planted by variety rather than convenience, which means a lot of walking. By the time we load the last stems into our baskets, my shirt is sticking to my back with sweat.



"Let's get these processed," Aria says, hoisting her basket onto the garden cart.



“Yes, ma’am,” I say teasingly, loving to see her enthusiasm.







Inside the processing shed, the temperature drops by fifteen degrees thanks to the industrial-grade cooling system. The space has been transformed since the online business began—it has been divided into two parts. Aria leads me to the smaller section where a sorting table runs down the middle, with shelves along one wall dedicated to packaging materials and order forms.



Aria sets down her basket and pulls on a fresh pair of gloves. "Watch and learn, accountant man," she says with a wink.



“Can’t wait.” I place my own basket down and prepare to receive my education in floral arrangement.



"First rule," she begins, selecting a rose with a flourish, "strip the excess foliage." Her fingers move deftly, removing leaves from the lower portion of the stem. "Leaves rot in water, and nobody wants slimy stems in their vase."



I mimic her movements, though my fingers lack her grace. Where she flows, I fumble.



"Now trim the stems at an angle," she continues, demonstrating with quick, confident snips. "This gives them more surface area to drink." The precision in her movements speaks to a natural talent I wouldn't have expected from someone who once claimed to have no interest in the family business.



After trimming, Aria arranges a dozen roses into a perfect spiral, creating depth and dimension where I would have just bunched them together. She wraps the stems in damp paper towels, secures them with a rubber band, then envelops the entire bouquet in plastic wrap with a skillful twist.



"The moisture keeps them fresh during shipping," she explains, reaching for a sheet of decorative paper—cream-colored with the Enchanting Roses logo embossed in gold. The transformation is immediate; what was merely beautiful becomes elegant.



"For the finale," she says, sliding the wrapped bouquet into a sturdy cardboard box and tucking packing foam around it. "Keeps them from bouncing around during shipping."



"You're a pro," I tell her, genuinely impressed. “Where did you learn to do this?”



“YouTube. You can find everything there.” Aria grins, her green eyes bright with pride. "But it took me about a week of practice to get it right." She seals the box with packing tape. "Never thought I'd enjoy packing bouquet roses, but there's something satisfying about seeing the whole process through."



My first attempt at packaging is clumsy by comparison. The stems are uneven, the spiral loose, but I manage to get it boxed without causing permanent damage to either the flowers or my dignity.



"Not bad for an accountant," Aria says, inspecting my work with a critical eye before nodding with satisfaction. "You'll do."



Her approval feels unexpectedly good. "What would Richard say if he could see me now?" I wonder aloud, thinking of my business partner back at Taylor & Whitman.



"The stuffed shirt who made you work remotely when you were last here?" Aria asks. "He'd probably have a heart attack."



I laugh, picturing Richard's face. "Eighteen years building a CPA practice together, and here I am packing roses in a shed."



"Oh, I almost forgot the best part," Aria says, pulling out a small stack of elegant cards. "For the gift orders." She sorts through them, a smile playing on her lips. "This one's my favorite today."



She hands me a card where she's carefully transcribed a message: "To my darling wife—After twenty years, you still make my thorns rise. Happy Anniversary, you magnificent bloom. Love, Your Gardener."



I laugh out loud. "Well, that's... direct."



"Isn't it perfect?" Aria grins. "That's what I want when I've been married twenty years."



My chest tightens unexpectedly at the thought of Aria married to someone, growing old with someone. The feeling catches me off guard.



"FedEx will be here in about thirty minutes," she says, oblivious to my momentary discomfort. "We should finish up."



I return to my clumsy packing, aware of how far I am from the life I'd planned. The numbers and clients of Taylor & Whitman feel like a past life now, fading like forgotten tax codes. My hands smell of roses instead of paper and ink, and somehow, I don't miss my old life as much as I thought I would.







My hands move mechanically through the packing process as my mind drifts back to another day in this same shed—Aria standing before me wearing nothing but strategically placed roses, a "gown" of her own design. The petals had clung to her skin like they were growing there, a living garment that left little to the imagination. I suppress a smile, still amazed at the contrast between that impulsive seductress and the focused professional beside me now.



"What are you laughing at?" Aria asks, glancing up from the bouquet she's wrapping with refined craft.



"Nothing," I say, trying to focus on the stems in my hand. "Just thinking about how much you've grown in just a few weeks."



She pauses, considering this. "Yes, sometimes I can't believe it myself." Her hands resume their work, but her expression remains thoughtful. "The farm is a much more fun place now. It's not just harvesting roses or killing bugs anymore—it's making gifts, giving tours, telling stories..." She looks up at me, her green eyes softening. "It's all thanks to you, you know."



Before I can protest, she leans in and plants a quick kiss on my cheek. My skin burns at the contact—not from embarrassment, though there's that too—but from the unexpected intimacy. I glance toward the door, though I know we're alone and far from the other workers.



"Whatever happened to that rose gown Kaia and I saw you make?" I ask, changing the subject. "The one from right before my Philadelphia trip."



"Oh, that." Aria's fingers pause on the ribbon she's tying. "It's just hanging in my closet. Nothing special."



"That's a shame," I say, genuinely disappointed. "It was gorgeous work, Aria. You should submit it to fashion design competitions."



She looks up, surprised. "Thanks, but it's pretty amateurish. It wouldn't win any prizes."



"Nonsense," I counter, warming to the idea. "There must be competitions for newcomers or fashion students. You should try."



I watch as the idea takes root, her eyes lighting up with the possibility. The roses in her hands are momentarily forgotten.



"You really think so?" There's a vulnerability in her voice I rarely hear.



"I'm certain of it," I reply confidently. "You have talent, and even an honorable mention would enhance your portfolio."



Aria's smile blooms slowly, transforming her face. "I'll look into it. Promise." She returns to her work with renewed energy, then pauses again. "I'd need to name it, though. Fashion designers always name their creations before entering them in competitions."



"I can't help you there," I admit. "Naming things isn’t really my strong suit."



She tilts her head, considering. "What about..." She moves closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Daddy's Little Rose?"



My throat goes dry. The name sends a jolt of heat through me, unwanted memories flooding back—Aria in that dress, urging me to claim her, Kaia's eyes wide with desire, the three of us tangled together in a moment of abandon I still can't quite believe happened.



"You can't be serious," I manage to say, my voice rougher than I intended.



Aria leans closer, her breath warm against my ear. "Just thinking about that dress makes me horny," she whispers. “I’ve gotten off in it many times, recalling what you did to me.”



Holy shit. I clear my throat, stepping back slightly. "If you want the judges to take you seriously, you might want to consider a more... appropriate name."



She laughs, the sound both innocent and knowing. "I'm just kidding. You should see your face right now." Her eyes dance with mischief. "You look like you're about to pass out."



"Christ, Aria," I mutter, running a hand through my hair.



"Are you going to punish me?" she asks, her voice playful but with an underlying heat. "Like you did last time right here?"



Memory flashes through me—Aria sitting on top of a sorting table, my hand... No. I swallow hard and force the image away.



"I have something more dangerous in mind," I say, the words escaping before I can stop them.



Her eyes turn dreamy, gazing at me with naked want. "I can't wait," she breathes.



It takes every ounce of willpower not to give in to the electricity crackling between us. I take a deep breath and glance at the clock.



"We need to hurry," I say, my voice steadier than I feel. "FedEx will be here soon."



Aria holds my gaze for one more heart-stopping moment, then turns back to her work, a small smile playing on her lips. The silence between us pulses with unspoken promises.



A few minutes later, she speaks again. "I think I'll call it 'Passion,'" she says quietly, not looking up from her work.



The name lingers in the air between us, simple yet loaded with meaning.



"I like it," I say, and return to my packing, aware that we're talking about much more than a dress made of roses.







“I’ve got to go,” Aria says as soon as she seals the last box and places it on the pile. “Kaia needs me for the tour. FedEx should be here soon. You okay by yourself?”



Before I can properly respond, she's vanished into the July heat, leaving me alone in the cool sanctuary of the processing shed. I don't mind—there's something meditative about preparing flowers for their journey into the world.



I spend another hour packing wholesale orders with the other farm employees. These bundles are less ornate than our online packages—twenty stems wrapped together, no fancy paper or foam—but they still require care. The rhythmic snip of scissors and rustle of cellophane fills the quiet space until my phone buzzes against my hip.



Paula's text is characteristically direct:
 Meet me at the new growing section. Need to discuss planting plans with you and Sadie.



Sadie. The horticultural specialist Paula mentioned hiring while I was in Philly. I've heard the name but know nothing about the person attached to it. I set down my clippers, peel off my gloves, and step outside.
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The midmorning sun hits me like a physical blow. July has arrived with vengeful heat, turning the air into something you swim through rather than breathe. By the time I'm halfway to the new section, my shirt sticks to my back like a clingy partner.



The plot sits at the farm's northern edge, a half-acre that curves around a gentle rise. It's too far from the main rose fields and the processing shed, but quite close to the farmhouse. Adrianna had never planted roses here. I recall it being quite weedy before I left for Philly, but now the land has been cleared, the soil overturned, and enriched with what looks like compost. No weed remains, just open possibilities.



I scan the area for Paula's blonde waves but instead spot a taller figure kneeling in the dirt. Her platinum hair catches sunlight, throwing it back with interest. She hasn't noticed me yet, absorbed in whatever soil sample she's examining, and I find myself stopping to watch her. She's wearing a simple white cotton shirt painted with blue flowers—cornflowers, maybe, or forget-me-nots—and faded jeans that hug curves generous enough to make a man believe in divine providence. A straw hat shields her face, but I can see concentration in the set of her shoulders.



I'm about to announce myself when she straightens, removes her gloves, and wipes her forehead with the back of her wrist. She takes off her hat to fan herself, revealing a face that makes my breath catch somewhere between my lungs and my throat. Then, as if the universe isn't already feeling generous enough, she unbuttons one more button on her shirt, exposing a triangle of tanned skin that makes my mouth go dry.



That's when she sees me.



Her eyes—gray as storm clouds with just as much electricity—lock onto mine. I raise my hand in greeting, feeling suddenly self-conscious of my sweat-stained shirt and dirt-smudged jeans. She rises with a fluid grace that suggests her body and the earth understand each other, and waits as I close the distance between us.



"Hi," I say, brilliantly.



"Hello there," she responds, and her voice carries a soft Texan drawl that slides down my spine like warm honey. Up close, she's even more devastating—healthy tanned skin that seems to glow from within, platinum hair that captures light in ways that defy physics, and those dreamlike gray eyes that seem to see right through me.



"I'm... Gregory," I manage, tongue suddenly thick in my mouth. "Co-owner of Enchanting Roses."



She extends a hand that's somehow remained clean despite her soil work. "Sadie Wilson. Your new flower specialist."



Our hands connect, and I swear I feel electricity arc between us—not the metaphorical kind, but an actual current that zings from her fingertips to mine and then races up my arm to settle somewhere decidedly south of my heart. My eyes drop involuntarily to where her shirt gapes open, revealing the curve of breasts that would make Renaissance painters weep.



Sadie follows my gaze, color blooming across her cheeks. "Lord, it's hot out here," she says, fingers moving to close the button. The gesture only draws more attention to what's being concealed.



I turn slightly away, adjusting my stance to hide what's becoming an embarrassingly obvious physical response. "July in California," I say lamely. "Takes some getting used to."



She chuckles and is going to respond when a movement nearby catches our attention. "Mama! Mama! Look what I found!"



The high-pitched voice cuts through the tension like a merciful knife. A small boy, perhaps five years old, comes barreling across the field, cupped hands extended before him like an offering. His hair is the same platinum as Sadie's, his eyes a matching gray, his cheeks flushed with excitement.



"Tony, honey, what have you got there?" Sadie crouches down, and I exhale in relief at the distraction.



The boy opens his hands to reveal a beetle with an iridescent shell. "It's a jewel bug!"



"That's a Japanese beetle," Sadie says. “They’re pretty but not great for farms.”



“Can I keep him?” the boy asks.



“I don’t know.” Sadie glances at me, smiling. “You have to ask Gregory.”



Tony's eyes widen as he looks at me. "Are you the boss?"



I laugh, kneeling to his level. "One of them. I'm Gregory."



"I'm Tony. I'm five and three-quarters." He thrusts out his hand with such formal seriousness that I can't help but shake it.



"Very pleased to meet you, Tony of five-and-three-quarters." I peer at his bug. "Want to know something cool about beetles? They have special wings hidden under their hard shells."



Tony's mouth forms a perfect O of wonder. "Like a secret superhero cape?"



"Exactly like that."



I glance at Sadie, noticing her hands are bare of rings. Her expression as she watches us is soft, vulnerable in a way that makes me want to know every story behind those gray eyes.



"So, how long have you lived in Texas?" I ask. "Paula said you’ve worked on a farm over there.”



She smiles, and something in my chest tightens. "For most of my life, except…a few years when I was actually in California."



"No kidding!" I find myself genuinely surprised. "Which part—"



"Gregory! Sadie! I see you two have met!"



Paula's voice cuts across the field as she appears on the path, waving like she's hailing a taxi. Her timing, as always, is impeccable—and in this case, possibly saving me from making an even bigger fool of myself over a woman I've known for all of five minutes.



"Well, isn't this a cozy family picture," Paula says as she approaches, her smile knowing in a way that makes heat climb up my neck. She's wearing a loose-fitting linen dress that’s perfect for the hot weather. Her eyes flick between Sadie and me with an assessment I'm not ready to decode.



"Just getting acquainted with our new specialist and her son," I say, aiming for casual and landing somewhere in the vicinity of obvious deflection.



Paula's smile widens, and I wonder if she's jealous. But I doubt it—Paula is the most generous and understanding woman I’ve known. Didn’t she convince Odette to go to the wine expo in Philly and spend time with me?



Paula steps forward and wraps Sadie in a warm hug. "Thank you for coming all the way from Texas to take this job. I can't tell you how much we need your expertise."



"Are you kidding?" Sadie returns the embrace with equal warmth. "Thanks for offering me the job. I love the rose farm, and I've always wanted to come back here."



I blink, confusion replacing guilt. "Come back?"



Paula turns to me, her blue eyes bright with amusement. "Sadie lived on this farm from when she was six until she was eight. His dad worked here. It was before my girls and I came along."



My mouth hangs open at this revelation. Sadie knew my mother—knew her better than I did, having lived on the farm while Adrianna was still actively running it.



“It doesn’t look like Greg has properly introduced himself to you, Sadie,” Paula says. “But he is Adrianna’s son.”



Sadie’s mouth falls as well. “Oh, I’m so sorry, but I thought he was supposed to be on the East Coast.”



“I was,” I say. “But I moved here…just recently.”



"It’s so nice to meet you,” Sadie says. "My daddy worked for Miss Adrianna for three years. We lived in the little cottage behind the main house."



The cottage where my mother later lived until she passed away, and where I stayed for over a month during my last trip. The connection hits me with unexpected force, creating an instant bond that has nothing to do with her gray eyes or the way her shirt clings to her curves.



"Sadie came back to visit a few years ago, when I was around," Paula continues. "So we've known each other for a while. Her dad started a flower farm after they returned home to Austin. She was the first person who came to mind when I wanted to find a flower specialist. I didn’t think she would be interested in the job, but I asked anyway." She shrugs, as if the serendipity speaks for itself.



“I’m so glad you did,” Sadie says. “It was a godsend to me.”



Her remark piques my interest. What events unfolded in her life? Why was she in such urgent need of a job? What became of Tony's father? I suppress the impulse to inquire about these things, aware that it's not my place to do so, at least not for now.



"We should discuss what we're planting," Paula says, bringing us back to business. "Sadie, what do you recommend for July planting?"



Sadie's demeanor shifts, professional knowledge replacing the nostalgic softness. "For summer heat, we have several good options. Dahlias would be beautiful—they come in so many colors and sizes, perfect for wedding arrangements. Marigolds are heat-resistant and add those gorgeous orange and yellow pops."



She walks a few steps, gesturing to different sections of the cleared plot. "Lavender would do well here where it's a bit higher and drier. Sunflowers along this back section would create a stunning backdrop. Dusty miller, cosmos, and zinnias are all heat-tolerant and popular in bouquets."



"What about the classics?" Paula asks. "Carnations, peonies, buttercups, baby's breath?"



Sadie shakes her head. "Those should wait until fall. Especially peonies—they need a cold period to establish themselves. Carnations can be temperamental in extreme heat. And buttercups would just fry in this July sun."



"Orchids?" I ask, remembering how popular they are in wedding arrangements.



"Those we can do anytime," Sadie says, "but in pots, in the greenhouse. They need controlled conditions." She lowers herself to examine the soil again. "With this heat, I'd recommend starting with seedlings for most varieties rather than seeds. They'll establish faster."



Tony has wandered a few feet away, carefully setting his beetle on a leaf. His small movements are precise, deliberate in a way that reminds me of Sadie's hands in the soil.



"Let's go to the office," Paula suggests. "We can order what we need right away. I want to make the most of what's left of this growing season."



"Sounds good," Sadie replies. "Let me just check if I locked the storage. I checked it out earlier." She heads towards the barn, with Tony trailing behind her. Once they're out of hearing range, Paula grins. "Looks like you've taken quite a liking to her."



I can't help but blush. "You're very observant, Paula. But who could blame me? She's amazing and clearly knows her stuff."



"Absolutely," Paula agrees with a decisive nod. "We're fortunate to have Sadie here; she'll do a fantastic job."



"Is she raising her kid alone?" I ask, unable to contain my curiosity.



Paula nods solemnly. "Yes, she's divorced. I don't know all the details, but she's definitely been through some tough times."



"I see." A blend of sympathy and curiosity stirs within me as I watch Sadie with her son.











As we walk back toward the farm office, I find myself beside Sadie, Tony skipping ahead with Paula. The proximity makes my skin prickle with awareness.



"What was it like?" I ask, unable to contain my curiosity. "Living here with Adrianna?"



Sadie's smile turns wistful. "It was magical for a little girl. Your mama let me help with the roses even though I was just a kid. She taught me about soil pH and pruning techniques. She had this way of talking to the plants like they understood her."



"Were she and your father..." I trail off, not sure how to phrase the question.



"Together?" Sadie nods. "For those three years. My daddy, Dylan, and Miss Adrianna were quite the pair. He was the quiet type, and she was—"



"A force of nature," I finish, knowing this much about my birth mother.



"Exactly." Sadie's gaze finds Tony. "She was like a mother to me. I've had three mothers in my life: my birth mama, who left when I was three; my stepmama, who married my daddy when I was twelve; and Adrianna, who was never legally anything to me but felt closest of all."



The revelation sits heavy in my chest. This woman beside me shared years with my mother that I never experienced. The unfairness of it mingles with gratitude that someone else holds these memories.



We reach the crossroads where the path splits—left to the offices, right to the farmhouse. I need to head back to the cottage to have a web conference with Richard and Nathan, but something makes me hesitate.



"I really should head over to the farmhouse," I mention, "but honestly, I'm thankful you're here, Sadie." My words seem insufficient to convey my true feelings.



"Oh, Greg, I appreciate it so much!" Sadie looks at me, her eyes shining with unshed tears.



Before I can overthink it, I pull her into a quick hug. "Welcome back," I murmur. "You're like family here."



She stiffens momentarily in surprise, then returns the embrace. When we separate, her cheeks are pink, and I suspect mine match.



"Where are you staying?" I ask, realizing I know nothing about her current situation.



"A motel in town for now," she says. "I'm looking for an apartment, but the rental market here is tighter than I expected."



"You can return to the cottage if you'd like," I blurt out, unable to hold back. "I’m using it as an office and I've got some things there, but I can clear it out for you quickly."



"I really appreciate it, Greg, but I wouldn't want to intrude—"



Paula, who has been pretending not to notice our exchange, turns back. "You're not imposing, Sadie. We'd be happy to have you stay with us."



“Okay then, let me sleep on it. And thank y’all kindly for the hospitality,” Sadie says, her voice wavering just a little.



“You’re very welcome, Sadie,” Paula says. “Also, I meant to tell you about Vine Valley Farm School. They have great programs for kids Tony's age. Belle and Aria both went there."



Something flickers across Sadie's face—hesitation, or perhaps calculation. "I'll consider it, too," she says carefully. "But would it be alright if Tony comes to work with me for a few weeks? Just until we get settled?"



"Of course," Paula and I say in unison, then share a surprised glance.



Tony looks up at the sound of his name, his gray eyes—so like his mother's—wide with anticipation. "I can help with the flowers," he announces. "I'm a good helper."



I laugh softly at the sincerity in his expression. "I'm sure you are, Tony," I reply, gently patting his head. After that, I bid farewell to the women and the child and walk away, their cheerful faces lingering in my thoughts.










CHAPTER 15
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It’s Tuesday afternoon, and we’re on our way to San Francisco. Belle grips the steering wheel tightly, her shoulders taut as we cruise down the highway. Though she tries to maintain a light conversation, her usually steady hands reveal the anxiety she's attempting to hide. Beside her in the passenger seat, Hazel rummages through her folder of notes, muttering reminders to herself about price points and production capacity. Two weeks back on the farm, and somehow I've found myself in the middle of their budding business venture.



When I suggested they approach retailers directly, I never expected to be conscripted into this roadshow, but Belle had insisted.



"You can't just drop business advice and disappear, Greg," she'd said last night, her voice taking on that no-nonsense tone that reminds me of Paula. "This was your idea. You're coming."



I agreed, though I hadn't simply "dropped business advice and vanished" as she claimed. Over the past few weeks, I've supported them by sending emails and making calls to potential business partners in the Bay Area. However, I choose not to argue. I want their success just as much as they do.



Aria can’t join us because of the farm tours, but she has done her part to prepare for the sales pitches. For example, she designed the tote bag with the Petal Essence logo for use to carry the samples. She also designed the business cards and assigned titles for us. Belle is the Workshop Director, Hazel is the Product Formulator, while I’m the Business Consultant.



The two girls are taking the adventure seriously. They've rehearsed their presentation several times the day before. They are also dressed in professional attire. Belle dons a tailored blue dress and styles her blonde hair into a bun, while Hazel sports a blazer over a silk blouse and suit trousers, exuding a businesslike demeanor, even with the pink tips she has recently added to her short black hair.



"I think we should lead with the rose water for Luminous Day Spa," Belle says, her hazel eyes flicking to the rearview mirror to catch my gaze. "Their clientele skews toward natural skincare enthusiasts."



Hazel nods, a lock of her short black hair falling across her forehead. "Agreed. But for Serenity Haven, we emphasize the bath salts. Their whole brand is about relaxation rituals."



"You've both done your homework," I say, feeling a swell of pride that surprises me.



The sedan climbs up a hill, and the San Francisco skyline emerges through the windshield. Belle takes a deep breath that moves through her whole body.



"We've got this," Hazel says, reaching over to squeeze Belle's arm. "Two appointments today, two tomorrow. We only need one yes to make this trip worthwhile."



"But ideally four," Belle adds, her smile tight.



"Realistically, two or three," I chime in from the back seat. "Which would be amazing for your first outing."



Hazel turns to look at me, her green eyes dancing with something like amusement. "Listen to Mr. Business Consultant back there. Two months ago, he was a CPA who probably thought rose water came from a spreadsheet."



"I'll have you know I was very familiar with luxury skincare products even in Philadelphia," I protest, making both women laugh.



The tension in the car eases a bit as we merge into the city traffic. Belle navigates the congested streets with focused precision, her eyes not leaving the road. From the backseat, surrounded by carefully packed sample boxes, I observe the dynamic between the two friends. Belle is all careful consideration and measured words, while Hazel buzzes with kinetic energy, her hands gesturing expressively as she reviews their pitch one more time.



"Remember," Hazel says, "we're not just selling products. We're selling Enchanting Roses—the experience, the story."



"The fact that we know every petal that goes into each product," Belle adds. "That matters to people."



I flip through my phone, reviewing the email confirmations for our appointments. "Luminous Day Spa is at two. Their purchasing manager is named Janet Chen. According to her LinkedIn, she's been with them for three years and previously worked at a natural products distributor."



"Perfect," Hazel says, snapping her folder shut. "That means she'll appreciate our organic products.”



Belle pulls into a parking lot near Union Square, and we unload our samples into elegant canvas totes. The logo, designed by Aria, a delicate line drawing of an open rose bloom, reflects the sunlight as Belle adjusts the bag on her shoulder.



"Luminous Day Spa," I read from the sign above a heavy glass door as we approach the building. The shop is nestled between a high-end clothing boutique and an artisanal coffee shop, boasting an exterior that is elegant yet understated.



"This is it." Belle smooths her dress. Hazel adjusts her blazer.



However, Belle pauses before we reach the entrance of the store, seemingly daunted by its luxurious appearance. “Do you think they’ll even want our stuff?” she asks, and her voice, usually so composed, sounds younger, almost uncertain.



“Belle, relax,” Hazel says, putting a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “These city types will go crazy for it.”



Belle glances at me. “How about you, Gregory? Still sure we can handle this?”



"You're both going to be great," I say. "You know these products inside and out. Nobody can speak to their quality better than you can."



Belle gives me a grateful look, her earlier nervousness now channeled into purposeful strides. Hazel walks with confidence beside her, her posture suggesting someone who has pitched products before. I remember that she'd worked in LA for three years before returning to Vine Valley, bouncing between cosmetic factories, retail jobs, and beauty salons. That experience shows in how she carries herself.



“Ready?” I reach for the handle of the glass door.



Belle nods, her face settling into something more composed and determined. "Let's go."



The interior of Luminous Day Spa is all soft whites and pale woods, with the scent of lavender hanging in the air. A receptionist with immaculate makeup directs us to a small conference room where Janet Chen waits, a sleek tablet in front of her and a skeptical expression on her face. I've only exchanged emails with her, yet she perfectly embodies the confident businesswoman I imagined.



"Hello, you must be Greg," Janet greets me with a confident yet friendly smile as she extends her hand. "It's great to finally meet you."



"It's great to meet you as well, Janet," I reply. "We appreciate your interest in our product. I mainly handle communications, but Miss Belle Lovejoy is our Workshop Director, and Hazel Greene is our Rose Product Developer."



"Ms. Chen," Belle says, stepping forward with an extended hand. "I'm Belle Lovejoy from Enchanting Roses. Thank you so much for meeting with us today."



Janet shakes her hand with professional courtesy. "Of course. I was intrigued by Greg’s email. We're always looking for unique local suppliers."



Introductions continue as Hazel and I shake hands with Janet. I notice Belle's fingers trembling slightly as she opens her folder, and I give her an encouraging nod.



"Enchanting Roses is a family-owned farm in Vine Valley," Belle begins, her voice initially soft but gaining strength with each word. "We've been growing roses for over fifteen years, but our product line is new—just about two months old."



"What prompted the expansion?" Janet asks, her pen poised over a notepad.



Belle glances at me briefly before continuing. "We've always believed our roses were special but haven’t had the capital for the production. But thanks to our recent investor and business consultant, Mr. Gregory Taylor, we’re able to pursue our dreams of sharing the blessing with people who appreciate roses as much as we do.”



I watch as Belle transforms before my eyes. The reserved young woman who had nervously gripped the steering wheel now speaks with quiet authority about soil conditions, growing cycles, and the particular qualities of their damask and hybrid tea roses. Her knowledge is deep and genuine, rooted in years of living and breathing the farm's operations.



"The key difference in our approach," Belle explains, removing a jar of dried rose petals from her bag, "is that our roses are completely pesticide-free. We don't spray anything on our flowers—not even organic pesticides. We rely on beneficial insects and careful growing practices."



Janet leans forward with interest, her skepticism softening. "And that affects the quality of your products?"



"Absolutely," Belle says, passing the open jar to Janet. "Smell these petals. Notice how the fragrance is pure rose—no chemical undertones. We harvest early in the morning when the essential oils are most concentrated, and we dry them out of direct sunlight to preserve both scent and color."



Janet inhales deeply, her eyebrows rising in appreciation. "That is remarkable. Most dried petals I encounter have lost half their scent."



Hazel steps in smoothly, setting out their sample products in an artful arrangement. "We've developed three core products to start: rose water, rose soap, and rose petal bath salt. Each one showcases different qualities of our roses."



I sit back, watching Hazel take control of this portion of the presentation. She moves with the polished confidence of someone who understands both beauty products and sales psychology. Her black hair catches the light as she leans forward to demonstrate the rose water's spritzer.



"Our rose water is produced using a high-end stainless steel distillation unit," Hazel explains, spraying a small amount onto a cotton pad and passing it to Janet. "It's a true hydrosol, not rose essential oil diluted in water like many on the market. The difference is in the delicacy of the scent and the skin benefits."



Janet presses the pad to her cheek, closing her eyes momentarily. "It's very gentle. No alcohol burn."



"Exactly," Hazel says with a knowing smile. "We don't use alcohol preservatives. Our products have a shorter shelf life than mass-produced alternatives, but the quality is incomparable."



I find myself impressed by Hazel's knowledge. In the five weeks she's been working at the farm—most of which happened while I was still in Philadelphia—she's clearly immersed herself in the technical aspects of production. She speaks confidently about distillation processes, oil extraction methods, and the specific properties of different rose varieties.



"For our bath salts," Hazel continues, opening a small glass jar, "we use a combination of damask roses for fragrance and hybrid tea roses for color. We incorporate our own rose essential oil into the mix, though we're not selling the essential oil separately yet."



"Why not?" Janet asks, rubbing the salt between her fingers.



Belle jumps in. "Production capacity. Rose essential oil requires an enormous quantity of petals for even a small amount of oil. Right now, we're focusing on products where a little goes a long way."



Janet nods, making notes. "Smart approach. Start where you can deliver consistently."



I notice how Belle and Hazel have fallen into a natural rhythm, passing the conversation back and forth, each highlighting her strengths. Belle speaks to the farming and raw materials with quiet passion, while Hazel addresses production methods and market positioning with savvy confidence. They complement each other perfectly, and Janet seems increasingly engaged as the presentation continues.



"What about packaging?" Janet asks, examining the simple but elegant glass containers.



"All recyclable or reusable," Belle says. "The glass jars can be returned to us for a small discount on future purchases. We're working on a refill program as well."



Janet sits back in her chair, a trace of amusement curved her mouth. "I have to say, I'm impressed. When I saw 'farm-produced rose products' on my calendar, I was expecting something... quaint. But this is sophisticated while still maintaining authenticity."



A warmth spreads through my chest as I watch Belle's eyes light up at the compliment. The past two weeks of late nights helping them prepare materials, practice pitches, and refine their message seems worth it for this moment alone.



Janet turns her attention to me. "And what's your role, Mr. Taylor, besides being a communicator and an investor?"



"Moral support," I say with a smile. "And occasional business advice. The vision and the products are all theirs."



Belle shakes her head. "Greg's being modest. He's the one who encouraged us to approach spas and boutiques directly. And he helped us connect with potential partners."



"Well, I'm glad he did," Janet says, turning back to her notes. "So let's talk specifics. What kind of volumes can you currently support?"



The conversation shifts to numbers—wholesale pricing, minimum orders, delivery schedules. I watch with growing admiration as Belle and Hazel navigate these questions with careful consideration. They've clearly thought through their capacity limitations and pricing strategy. When Janet asks about exclusivity arrangements, Hazel diplomatically explains their need to maintain flexibility as a new business while offering Janet first access to seasonal special editions.



"I think we can work together," Janet says finally, closing her tablet case. "I'd like to start with the rose water and bath salts in our treatment rooms, with the option to add them to our retail section if client response is positive."



Belle's posture straightens, her eyes widening slightly. "That would be wonderful."



"Let's say an initial order of twenty-four units each? With reorders based on usage rates."



Hazel glances at Belle, who gives a small nod. "That works perfectly for us," Hazel confirms. "When would you like delivery?"



"Can you manage next week? We're launching a new treatment menu at the beginning of next month, and I'd like to incorporate your products."



"Absolutely," Belle says without hesitation. "We maintain inventory specifically to fulfill new accounts quickly."



Janet stands, extending her hand. "Then I think we have a deal. I'll have my assistant send over our vendor paperwork tomorrow."



The handshakes feel momentous—a beginning. As we pack up our samples, leaving Janet with the promised set for her testing, I notice Belle's hands are steady now, her movements precise and confident. The nervous woman from the car ride has been replaced by a businesswoman who just landed her first significant account.



Outside on the sidewalk, we make it halfway down the block before Hazel lets out a whoop of joy, grabbing Belle in a fierce hug that nearly topples them both.



"We did it!" Hazel exclaims. "Did you see how she reacted to the rose water? I knew that would be the clincher!"



Belle laughs, her normally reserved demeanor breaking into genuine elation. "Twenty-four units each! That's almost a thousand dollars in our first wholesale order!"



They both turn to me, their faces flushed with success. I feel an unexpected tightness in my throat at their joy.



"What did I tell you?" I say, trying to sound casual despite the pride swelling in my chest. "You knew your products, you knew your numbers, and you were authentic. Nobody can resist that combination."



Belle impulsively hugs me. "Thank you for pushing us to do this," she says quietly before stepping back, a slight blush coloring her cheeks.



Hazel checks her watch. "We have an hour before our dinner meeting with Serenity Haven. I say we celebrate with coffee and strategize for the meeting."



As we walk toward a nearby café, I listen to them excitedly discuss how to approach future meetings based on what they learned just now. The afternoon sun gleams in Belle's blonde hair, turning it golden. Hazel gesticulates animatedly, her green eyes bright with possibilities.



This isn't my first visit to San Francisco, yet as I look around the city, I find it incredibly appealing.










CHAPTER 16
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I watch Belle's face scrunch up as she examines the glistening slice of salmon between her chopsticks. The restaurant's amber lighting illuminates her face as she hesitates, throwing a skeptical glance at Hazel, who pops a piece of yellowtail into her mouth with ease. The contrast between them makes me smile—Belle, the farm girl facing down raw fish for the first time, and Hazel, cosmopolitan and confident, already reaching for the wasabi with familiar hunger.



"It won't bite back," I say, raising my sake cup. "Unlike the spa owner who practically signed on the spot."



Belle laughs, then takes a deep breath before slipping the fish into her mouth. Her eyes widen, surprise replacing apprehension as she chews.



"Well?" Hazel asks, leaning forward.



"It's... actually good?" Belle sounds genuinely shocked. "I thought it would be slimy."



"Told you," Hazel says, signaling the waiter for another order of tuna. "Three years in LA teaches you things. Like how to tell good sushi from the stuff that'll have you hugging the toilet all night."



The restaurant hums around us—quiet conversations, the occasional clink of glasses, the soft calls of the sushi chefs behind the counter. It's easily the most expensive place I've taken anyone to, but watching Belle tentatively reach for another piece makes the price tag worth it.



"I still can't believe how well it went with Luminous," Belle says, her eyes bright with excitement. "When Ms. Chen asked for her order to be delivered next week—"



"I know!" Hazel cuts in, clapping her hands together. "You should have seen your face, Belle."



I nod, savoring both the buttery toro melting on my tongue and the memory of Belle's professional poise cracking into pure joy when the spa owner committed to a substantial order. "You two were perfect. That's why we're celebrating."



Belle glances around at the sleek decor, the well-dressed diners, the artful presentations of food that probably cost more per plate than a decent meal for three back home. "This is too much, Greg. We should be saving what we earned today, not—"



"My treat," I interrupt, reaching across to squeeze her hand. "You deserve it. Both of you."



"But—"



"Belle," I say firmly, "the owner of Serenity Haven might not have signed today, but she'll call. I've been in business long enough to recognize genuine interest. And even without her, today was a win. So let me do this."



Hazel raises her sake cup. "To Petal Essence and its first big-city clients."



We clink glasses, and as Belle finally relaxes, I feel a warm satisfaction spreading through me that has nothing to do with the alcohol. This is what I wanted when I joined Paula's business—not just to run numbers, but to help build something, to see it grow.







After dinner, the girls insist on taking me shopping. I trail behind them through Union Square's glittering storefronts, carrying bags and offering opinions when asked, content to watch their excitement. Belle's careful consideration of price tags contrasts with Hazel's impulsive enthusiasm, yet they move through the stores with the synchronized rhythm of longtime friends.



By the time we reach Pier 39, the evening fog has rolled in, wrapping the bay in gossamer. The barking of sea lions echoes through the mist before we can even see them.



"Oh my god, they're adorable!" Belle rushes to the railing, her shopping bags swinging. Below us, brown shapes crowd the floating docks, jostling and barking in a constant cacophony.



"They smell," Hazel says, wrinkling her nose even as she smiles at Belle's excitement. "But yeah, they're kind of cute."



Belle leans in closer, observing as a rather hefty sea lion pushes a smaller one off the platform. "They're like oversized water puppies," she comments.



"Water puppies with some major anger management problems," Hazel chuckles. "During mating season, the males will fight fiercely. It can get pretty brutal."



I arch an eyebrow. "Are you into marine biology?"



Hazel's smile falters slightly. "No, not really. My ex was really into outdoor activities. He used to lead guided tours along the coast and ended up teaching me more about sea lions than I ever wanted to know."



Belle turns from the railing. "Ryan, right? The guy from USC?"



Hazel nods, her gaze drifting back to the sea lions. A slight tension tightens the corners of her mouth. "He had all these facts. Said the males are basically furry thugs with harems."



"Harems?" I repeat, the word catching in my throat.



"Yeah. The big bulls fight for territory and collect females. Very intriguing," Hazel says, her tone deliberately casual. "These ones are mostly juveniles, though. The bachelors who couldn't get any action." She points to a cluster of smaller sea lions piled on top of each other. "Ryan called that dock the frat house."



I watch her as she speaks, the way her short black hair lifts slightly in the breeze, how her eyes focus too intently on the animals below. There's something forced in her nonchalance.



"How long were you together?" The question slips out before I can stop it.



"A year and a half," she answers, still not looking at me. "We met on a dating app when I first moved to LA. He was a senior at USC when I was working at that cosmetics factory."



Belle wraps an arm around her friend's shoulders. "And then he just left for grad school, right? Without even—"



"Without even asking if I wanted to try long-distance," Hazel finishes, her voice hardening. "New York was apparently too far for me but not for his career."



I feel a familiar protective instinct rise in my chest. "I'm sorry, Hazel. That's rough."



She shrugs, but I notice her swallow hard. "It wasn't just the distance. His family... his mom especially... they weren't thrilled about him dating a girl who worked in massage parlors.”



"He took you to meet his parents?" I ask.



"One garden party. His mother spent the whole time asking about my 'career goals' with this look like she was smelling something bad." Hazel laughs, but it sounds hollow. "By dessert, I knew I was just Ryan's rebellion phase. Something to get out of his system before real life started."



"That's bullshit," Belle says fiercely. "You're worth ten of him."



"Thanks, B." Hazel's voice breaks slightly. "But guys like that... they don't fight for girls like me. Not when mommy disapproves."



Belle pulls her into a hug. "You'll find someone who deserves you. Someone who actually fights for what matters." She glances at me over Hazel's shoulder. "Like Greg. He's never run from anything difficult in his life."



I feel heat rise to my face. "Belle, come on."



"It's true," Belle insists. "Mom always says you're our knight in shining armor."



"Stop," I mutter, embarrassed but secretly pleased.



Hazel pulls back from Belle's embrace, wiping quickly at her cheek with the back of her hand. Her eyes meet mine, something vulnerable and hopeful in them that makes my chest tight.



"Belle's right," she says softly. "A guy like you... that's what every girl wants. A hero…a sea lion king, you look out for your women, though not as bloody…”



The way she looks at me—like I'm something rare and valuable—makes my pulse quicken. I find myself unable to look away from her, even as I know I should. Her lips part slightly, and I remember the moments at Odette's house, the heat between us.



"I—" I start, not knowing what I'm about to say. “A non-violent sea lion king, huh? I’m very flattered. Are you sure girls like this type?”



“I’m positive,” Hazel says. “I do.”



Belle chimes in. “Me, too.”



“Then you are my sea lion girls,” I say, not trying to be witty, but simply moved by their sincerity.



They come closer, flanking me as we observe the sea lions silently for a moment. “I think we should head to the hotel,” I say when my heartbeat returns to its normal rhythm. “It’s getting late. You girls need to rest for tomorrow’s interviews.”



“We should!” they say reluctantly. We then head for our car with our shopping bags.
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Bayline Hotel is in Emeryville, close to the boutiques we’ll visit tomorrow. It gleams with understated wealth—polished marble floors reflecting crystal chandeliers, staff in crisp uniforms appearing from nowhere exactly when needed. I feel slightly out of place in my business casual attire as the bellhop leads us to the elevator, but neither Belle nor Hazel seems to notice. They're too busy trying not to look impressed, even as their eyes widen at each new luxury.



The elevator ascends smoothly and quietly. As the doors open on the twenty-third floor, our suite is located at the end of a tranquil corridor, adorned with subdued colors and gentle lighting.



"Wow, this is impressive!" Hazel whispers as we step inside, her shopping bags slipping from her fingers to the plush carpet.



The suite unfolds before us—a spacious living area with sleek modern furniture in cream and navy, floor-to-ceiling windows framing a panoramic view of the bay and the illuminated bridge. A kitchenette with marble countertops gleams in one corner, while two separate bedroom doors stand open, revealing king-sized beds draped in crisp white linens.



"Greg," Belle whispers, "this must cost—"



"Don't worry about it," I say firmly, setting down my bag. "Consider it an investment in our business venture."



Hazel runs her hand along the back of a velvet sofa. "I worked at a hotel once. Not like this, though." She walks to the window, pressing her palm against the glass. "God, look at that view."



The San Francisco skyline sparkles against the night, the lights of boats drifting across the dark water. The Golden Gate Bridge stretches across the bay, its outline picked out in glowing amber.



Belle joins her at the window, their silhouettes framed against the city lights. "It's incredible."



I stand back, watching them take it all in. There's something satisfying about giving them this moment, this taste of luxury. They’re both hardworking girls: Belle with the roses and now the workshop, Hazel with her string of jobs before joining us at the farm.



"Two bedrooms," I say, clearing my throat. "I thought you two would want to share the master. It's got the better view."



Belle turns, her expression softening. "That's sweet of you, Greg."



"Just practical," I mutter, though we all know the smaller room would have been fine for them to share.



Hazel flashes me a knowing smile that makes my collar feel suddenly tight.



Belle unpacks quickly, then settles on the couch with her phone. "I promised Mom I'd call when we got in. She'll want to hear about everything."



She lets me speak with Paula for a few minutes and then takes over. As Belle chatters excitedly to Paula about our successful sales pitch and the luxury spa that placed an order, Hazel catches my eye and tilts her head toward the balcony. I follow her outside, sliding the glass door shut behind us.



The night air is cool against my skin, carrying the salt scent of the bay. City sounds drift up faintly—car horns, distant music, the occasional shout—but they seem far away, as if we're floating above the world.



Hazel leans against the railing, her profile outlined in the soft glow from the city. "Thanks for today, Greg. Not just the hotel, but... everything."



"You don't need to thank me. You and Belle did all the work."



She shakes her head. "I meant about earlier. At the pier." She turns to face me. "Sorry for getting emotional. It's been a year since Ryan and I broke up. I shouldn't still get upset talking about it."



"Don't apologize," I say. "Breakups leave marks. Especially when someone makes promises they don't keep."



Hazel's fingers tighten on the railing. "That's the thing. He promised he'd fight for me, like the stupid sea lions. Said I was worth fighting for." She laughs, a brittle sound. "But when his mom made that comment about me being from 'humble beginnings,' he just sat there, silent."



I step closer, drawn by the hurt in her voice. "That says everything about him, and nothing about you."



"Maybe." She looks out at the bay again. "It's just... he talked about our future. Said I was different from the girls he usually dated. Special." Her voice drops to almost a whisper. "But not special enough to stand up to his family. Not special enough to even ask if I wanted to try making it work when he left."



My hand moves of its own accord, covering hers on the railing. Her skin feels cool beneath mine, and I feel a small tremor run through her fingers.



"His loss," I say quietly.



She turns to look at me, and I'm suddenly aware of how close we're standing. The balcony light catches in her eyes, turning them amber.



"Is it weird that I still think about him sometimes?" she asks. "Belle thinks I should be completely over him by now."



I think about Belle, whose crash on her high school English teacher left her an emotional scar and prevented her from trusting men over the years. "Everyone heals at their own pace,” I say gently.



Hazel nods, her gaze dropping to where my hand still rests on hers. Neither of us moves to break the contact.



"I don't think I was ever in love with Ryan," she says slowly. "I think I was in love with who I thought he was. With who he pretended to be."



"That happens."



"I'm better at seeing through the bullshit now." Her eyes lift to mine again, and there's something challenging in them. "I can tell when someone's real."



My throat goes dry. I should step back, put distance between us, but I can't seem to make my body obey. Instead, I'm acutely aware of the subtle scent of her perfume, the way her silk top drapes across her collarbone, how her hair frames her face in the dim light.



"Hazel," I say, my voice lower than I intended.



She shifts slightly, her arm brushing against mine. The contact sends a current through me that has nothing to do with the cool night air.



"I meant what I said earlier," she murmurs. "About wanting someone like you."



My heart pounds against my ribs. I know I should pull away, remind her of Belle, remind myself of my complicated situation with the Lovejoy women and Odette and Kaia. But in this moment, with the city spread beneath us and Hazel looking at me like I'm everything she's been searching for, I can't remember why.



Her lips part slightly, and my eyes drop to her mouth. Would she taste like the sweet rice wine she had with dinner? The thought makes heat pool low in my belly.



"Sea lion king," she whispers, leaning infinitesimally closer.



The balcony door slides open with a soft hiss. "Mom says congrats," Belle announces, stepping out to join us. "And Aria thinks we’re fools not to go to Ghirardelli Square to sample their famous hot fudge sundaes."



I step back from Hazel so quickly I almost stumble, guilt flooding through me. Belle doesn't seem to notice anything amiss, but when I glance at Hazel, there's a knowing look in her eyes, a slight curve to her lips.



"I told them all about the spa deal," Belle continues, coming to stand between us at the railing. "Aria is excited, already planning how to scale up production."



I nod, trying to focus on her words rather than the lingering sensation of Hazel's skin against mine. "That's... that's good thinking. We should be prepared."



"Are you okay?" Belle asks, looking at me curiously. "Your face is flushed."



"I'm fine," I say quickly. "Just tired. Think I'll try out that luxury bathtub you mentioned."



Belle smiles. "Good idea. The hotel website said it has jets and everything."



"Right." I back toward the door. "I'll... I'll see you both later."



As I retreat inside, I feel Hazel's eyes following me, and that uncomfortable heat in my chest intensifies—desire mingled with guilt, a dangerous combination I know better than to indulge. Yet as I close the bathroom door behind me, all I can think about is how close I came to kissing her, and how much I wanted to.
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The bathroom is a temple of polished marble and gleaming chrome. I stand in the doorway for a moment, taking in the freestanding tub that could fit three people comfortably, the glass-walled shower with multiple jets protruding from the walls, the double vanity with backlit mirrors that make the space feel infinite. Tiny spotlights recessed in the ceiling cast a warm glow over everything, and a floor-to-ceiling window offers the same breathtaking view of the bay, though privacy glass ensures no one can see in.



I twist the gleaming tap, and water thunders into the deep oval tub. Steam rises immediately, fogging the lower portion of the mirror. On a teak tray sits a selection of bath products—salts, oils, and bubbles—each in stylish bottles featuring the hotel's logo. I select one labeled "Stress Relief" with a hint of eucalyptus and pour a generous amount under the rushing water. The scent fills the room, sharp and clean.



As the tub fills, I stand at the window, watching the lights of ships moving across the dark water. In the glass, my reflection appears faint, layered over the cityscape beneath. My eyes reveal weariness and inner turmoil.



What on earth am I doing? This question keeps running through my mind as I peel off my clothes, letting them fall onto the warm tile floor. I've got a group of five wonderful, beautiful women. Yet here I am, my heart pounding as I recall almost kissing Belle's closest friend. Do I really have the audacity to think of myself as some kind of "sea lion king?" I shouldn't let Hazel and Belle's playful remarks inflate my ego. I shouldn't be so greedy. Belle is generous and clearly open to the idea of sharing, but would she be okay with including her best friend?



The tangle of desire and guilt twists tighter in my chest.



I climb into the bathtub and lower myself into the steaming water, letting out a sigh as the warmth relaxes my muscles. Using the control panel on the wall, I dim the lights, enveloping the bathroom in a gentle dusk, with the city lights through the window now appearing more vivid.



I should focus on tomorrow's meetings. On the business. On anything but Hazel's eyes looking up at me, her lips parting, the way her body curved toward mine on the balcony.



But my mind betrays me. In the warm water, my body responds to the memory of her breasts in that silk top, the curve of her waist, the scent of her hair. I imagine her here in the tub with me, water sluicing over her skin as she straddles me.



"Fuck," I mutter, feeling myself harden beneath the water.



I close my eyes, trying to redirect my thoughts, but now I see Belle too—her long blonde hair falling around her shoulders, her gentle smile turning wicked. The two of them together, water beading on their skin as they press against me from either side.



My hand drifts down my chest, along my stomach. I shouldn't indulge this fantasy, but the water caresses my skin like fingers, and my willpower dissolves in the steam.



My cock is fully hard now, aching. I wrap my hand around it, stroking slowly, letting the water lap against the sides of the tub with each movement. In my mind, it's Hazel's hand, her lips at my neck, while Belle watches with darkening eyes.



A knock at the door freezes me mid-stroke.



"Greg?" Belle's voice filters through the door. "Are you busy?"



Fuck. What does she mean? Does she know what I’m doing? I sit up abruptly, water sloshing. "I'm in the bath," I call back, my voice sounding strangled even to my own ears.



"Oh!" There's a pause. "Well, Hazel and I want to show you what we bought. Can we come in? The mirror in here is better."



I glance down at my erection, clearly visible beneath the water. "Uh—now's not—"



"It'll just take a second!" Her voice has that excited lilt that I can never say no to.



I shift, positioning myself so the water's surface and a strategic arrangement of bubbles might hide my condition. "Okay, come in."











The door opens, and Belle steps in, followed by Hazel. They're both still in the clothes they wore earlier, and I feel a mixture of relief and disappointment.



"Wow," Belle says, looking around the bathroom. "This is bigger than my bedroom at home."



Hazel's eyes meet mine, and I swear I see a flicker of knowing amusement in them. Does she realize what she interrupted? The thought makes heat rush to my face that has nothing to do with the bath.



"We wanted to show you our purchases," Belle continues, seemingly oblivious to my discomfort. "We'll be right back."



They disappear, and I take the moment to adjust myself, making sure I'm covered. My heart is hammering against my ribs. I should tell them to wait until I'm done, but a reckless part of me wants to see what happens next.



The door swings open again, and Belle steps in first, twirling in a sundress the color of ripe cherries, with white floral patterns. It's simple but pretty, with a modest neckline and a hem that falls just above her knees.



"What do you think?" she asks, doing another spin.



"Beautiful," I say honestly. The color complements her blonde hair perfectly.



Hazel follows, wearing a teal dress with thin straps and a more fitted silhouette that accentuates her curves. The color makes her eyes look greener, more vivid.



"You both look amazing," I tell them, and I mean it. The dresses are tasteful, pretty—nothing that should make my pulse race the way it is.



They both beam at me, then each leans down to press a quick kiss to my cheek—Belle on the left, Hazel on the right. It's innocent, friendly, but the brief press of Hazel's lips near the corner of my mouth sends electricity down my spine.



"We'll be back," Belle says with a smile that suddenly seems secretive. "We've got more to show you."



They slip out, closing the door behind them, and I exhale slowly. My erection has subsided and I breathe with relief. I wonder what else they’re going to show me. The two girls went into many shops but didn’t really buy a lot of clothes. Belle bought some stylish, straw sun hats, including one for Aria and one for Paula. Is she going to show me that, too? I don't have to wait long to find out. The door opens again a few minutes later, and my breath catches in my throat.



Belle enters first, no sun hat, and the red sundress is gone. In its place, she wears a matching set of white lace lingerie—a demi-cup bra that lifts her breasts into perfect mounds, and tiny panties that leave little to the imagination. Her long legs seem endless, and her skin glows in the dim light.



"What about this?" she asks, her voice softer now, a hint of nervousness beneath the bravado.



Before I can answer, Hazel steps in behind her, and my mouth goes dry. She's in black lingerie that contrasts starkly with her paler skin—a balconette bra that presents her fuller breasts like an offering, and a scrap of lace that passes for panties.



"We thought we'd treat ourselves," Hazel says, and there's nothing innocent in her tone now. "What do you think, Greg?"



I swallow hard, struggling to form decent words. "You both look..." My voice comes out rough, strained. "Beautiful."



They stand next to each other, one with blonde hair and the other with dark hair, both with curvy figures and sun-kissed skin, like two living dreams. The bathroom suddenly feels too warm and too small.



"Turn around," I say, the words escaping before I can think better of them.



They exchange a look I can't interpret, then slowly pivot. I grip the edges of the tub so hard my knuckles whiten. The backs of their panties are nothing but thin straps, leaving their round asses completely bare. Belle's is taut and round, Hazel's fuller and more curved. Both are perfect.



"So? What do you think?" Belle asks, twirling once to give me the full effect.



I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. The two of them—Belle's slender curves and Hazel's more generous ones—posing in lingerie that leaves almost nothing to the imagination... it's too much.



"Fuck," I say finally. "Girls, you've got to stop teasing me."



They giggle like they've accomplished exactly what they set out to do.



"We're not doing it on purpose," Belle says, her innocent act undermined by the knowing glint in her eye.



"It's okay," I manage to say, trying to sound adult and in control. "But now you really need to leave me alone because I can't hold it any longer."



The statement hangs in the air, loaded with meaning. Belle and Hazel exchange a look, something passing between them that I can't decipher. The room feels smaller suddenly, the air thicker.



Hazel is the one who breaks the charged silence. "Let us help you, Greg."



The words don't compute at first. "What do you mean?"



"Us," Hazel says, nodding slowly. "Yes, Belle and I. We want to thank you for helping us with the sales pitch and all."



I look at Belle, waiting for her to laugh it off or show some sign that this is just another level of teasing. Instead, she nods, her expression unexpectedly earnest. "Yes, please?" she says, her voice soft but certain.



There's a moment where time seems suspended. I'm acutely aware of the cooling water around me, the two beautiful young women in front of me, and the thudding of my heart.



"Are you sure, sweetheart?" I ask Belle directly, needing to know this is really what she wants.



"Yes, Greg," she says, her eyes steady on mine. "I know you guys like each other. I can't even stand the chemistry any longer."



My pulse jumps at her words, at the realization that she's been watching, noticing the attraction between Hazel and me.



"Okay, girls," I say, hearing the thickness in my voice. "Be my guest."



With that, I brush away the covering of bubbles, revealing my erection. The two young women grin at each other and walk toward me, their movements suddenly predatory and purposeful.



Hazel comes behind me first. "I worked in a massage parlor for just a few days," she says, her voice close to my ear, "but I know the basics."



Her hands land on my shoulders, strong and confident. "I missed these broad shoulders," she says, kneading the muscles.



The memory hits me suddenly—Hazel sitting on my shoulders during that chicken fight at Odette's party, her thighs around my neck, her weight balanced on me as we battled in the pool. The memory combined with her touch sends a shiver down my spine, and my cock twitches visibly.



"Ooh," Belle teases, kneeling by the tub. "Greg likes your massage, Hazel."



Hazel chuckles, her breath warm against my neck. "Stop teasing the poor man."



I glance at the mirror on the bathroom wall and see Hazel kneeling behind me, her breasts in that sexy bra right next to my head. I can't resist—I lean back and press my head against her pillowy bosom. She moans softly at the contact.



"Somebody is naughty," she chides, but there's no rebuke in her voice.



Meanwhile, Belle has started massaging my legs, her small hands working their way from my calves to my thighs. Occasionally, she "accidentally" brushes against my cock, each touch sending jolts through me. This playful side of Belle is new to me—though not entirely surprising. After all, she did seduce me in the greenhouse, didn't she?



Belle lifts my foot and places it against her lace-covered breast. "Now you're feeling the pleasure from head to toe, mister."



I curse softly, the sensation overwhelming. "The two of you will be the death of me."



Hazel's hands move to my arms, stroking my biceps with obvious appreciation. "I didn't believe you were an accountant when I first saw you," she admits.



Belle chimes in, her hands now resting on my thighs. "She couldn't believe you were forty-two either. Hazel thought you were an old man when I first told her about you."



"Come on," I protest, "I'm forty-two, not eighty-two."



Hazel's laugh is warm against my ear. "Sorry, but anyone over thirty is old to me."



I sigh, knowing I can't blame her. Hazel is only twenty-one, exactly half my age. So is Belle. The realization hits me again—I'm in a bathtub with two women who could be my daughters, and they're massaging me while wearing lingerie they bought just hours ago.



I feel blessed. I feel lucky. I feel like the water around me is too cold and the air too hot and my skin too tight.



Two young, beautiful women are touching me, teasing me, looking at me with desire in their eyes. The thought alone makes me harder, the anticipation building to an almost painful level.



I can't wait any longer.
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I extend my arms to grasp Belle and Hazel's hands, halting their actions. As I sit up with more determination, the water swirls around me, my mind now made up.



"Enough, girls," I say, my voice low and rough. "Thanks for the massage, but I need you to get in the tub with me."



Their eyes widen simultaneously, a mirror of surprise and excitement. They glance at the bathtub—it's no hot spring like we have back home, but it's one of those luxury hotel tubs, big enough for what I have in mind.



"Yes, sir!" they answer in unison, the synchronicity making us all laugh, breaking the tension for just a moment before it rebuilds, stronger.



They stand side by side, a study in contrasts—Belle fair and slender, Hazel darker and more curved. Reaching behind their backs, they help each other unclasp their new bras in what seems like a choreographed move. The lace falls away, revealing two pairs of breasts, firm and youthful, nipples already hard from anticipation or the bathroom's cooling air.



"You look absolutely breathtaking," I whisper, the words falling short, yet they're all I can say.



They stand before me like a pair of naughty nymphs, unashamed and confident in their beauty. Hazel is slightly taller than Belle, her frame more generous. Belle's breasts are perfectly round, sitting high on her chest, while Hazel's are bell-shaped, fuller at the bottom. The sight of them together—Belle and her best friend—should feel wrong, but instead, it feels inevitable, as if we've been moving toward this moment since the day Hazel first arrived at the farm.



Knowing they have my complete attention, they begin to stroke each other, fingers trailing lightly over breasts, palms cupping the soft weight. Belle's touch is tentative at first, then more confident as Hazel sighs with pleasure.



"Which ones do you like more, Greg?" Belle asks, a teasing lift to her voice.



I shake my head slowly. "That's an impossible question."



They exchange a smile, pleased with my diplomatic answer. Then, as if following some unspoken signal, they turn around simultaneously, bending slightly at the waist. Their hands move to the thin straps of their G-strings, hooking under the material and drawing it down their legs with deliberate slowness. The sight of their bare asses—Belle's smaller and tighter, Hazel's rounder and more voluptuous—sends a fresh surge of heat through me.



"Now whose butt do you like more?" Hazel asks over her shoulder, her voice playful but with an edge of real curiosity.



"Still don't have an answer," I say truthfully. "Now get in the tub before I drown from anticipation."



They laugh, but obey this time, stepping carefully into the tub. The water rises as they lower themselves in, spilling over the edge and onto the tile floor. I don't care. The hotel can deal with a little water damage.







Belle and Hazel position themselves on either side of me, each straddling one of my thighs. The feel of their wet skin against mine makes my breath catch. I reach for Belle first, cupping her face and drawing her toward me for a kiss. Her lips are soft, yielding, familiar. She tastes faintly of the green tea she drank after dinner, and something else, something that could only belong to Belle.



When I break the kiss, I turn to Hazel. There's a moment of hesitation—this is our first real kiss, crossing a line we've been dancing around for weeks. Then she leans forward eagerly, her mouth meeting mine with none of Belle's initial restraint. She kisses like she talks—bold, direct, a little fierce. I feel her smile against my lips as I respond with equal fervor.



My hands find their breasts, one for each woman, stroking and teasing as they press closer. Their hands, meanwhile, have found my cock beneath the water, fingers wrapping around the shaft. The dual sensation—two different grips, two different rhythms—is exhilarating.



The bathroom fills with the sounds of our pleasure—sighs and moans echoing off the tile, the splash of water as we move. I'm hyper-aware of every touch, every breath, every subtle shift of their bodies against mine.



Belle moves back suddenly, sliding down until her shoulders are below the water line. Her hand continues its stroking motion for a moment, then is replaced by the warm wetness of her mouth. The sight of her blonde head moving beneath the water, the feel of her lips wrapping around me, is almost surreal.



I pull Hazel closer to fill the space Belle has left, bringing her to sit next to me. Her skin is slick against mine, warm despite the cooling bathwater. I lower my head to her breast, taking a rock-hard tip into my mouth. She tastes of eucalyptus bath oil and woman, a heady combination that makes me groan around the hardening bud.



My hand slips between her thighs, finding her slick and ready. Her folds part easily for my exploring fingers, and I find her nub, circling it with the pad of my thumb as I slide two fingers inside her.



"Oh god, I love that," Hazel moans, her hands coming up to grasp my hair, holding my head against her breast. "Don't stop, please don't stop."



I have no intention of stopping. I suck harder on her nipple, feeling it pebble against my tongue while my fingers continue their rhythm. Meanwhile, Belle's mouth works magic below the water, her tongue swirling around the head of my cock before taking me deep again.



The sensations are overwhelming—Hazel's pussy clenching around my fingers, her hands tight in my hair, her breasts against my face, while Belle's mouth surrounds my shaft, her hands steadying herself on my thighs. I'm caught between them, giving and receiving pleasure in equal measure.



Hazel's breathing quickens, her hips moving in small circles, seeking more pressure against my hand. I feel her thighs tense, know she's close. Belle must sense it too because her motions become more intense, her suction stronger.



My cock pulses in Belle's mouth, the pressure building. If she keeps this up, I'll finish too soon. I tap her shoulder, and she emerges from the water, hair slicked back, lips swollen.



"Ride me," I tell her, the words coming out as a command rather than a request.



She doesn't hesitate. With a fluid motion, she straddles me fully, positioning herself above my cock. Our eyes lock as she lowers herself, taking me inch by inch until I'm fully sheathed inside her. The feeling of her tight heat surrounding me pulls a groan from deep in my chest.



Belle starts to move, finding her rhythm. She rides me like she's done this a hundred times, her back arched, her breasts swaying with each rise and fall. I free one hand from Hazel to cup Belle's breast, squeezing gently, rolling her hard point between my fingers.



My mouth returns to Hazel's breast, my other hand still working between her legs. The position is awkward, my muscles straining to maintain contact with both women, but the slight discomfort is nothing compared to the pleasure coursing through me.



Water splashes over the side of the tub with each movement, soaking the floor, but none of us care. Belle's pace increases, her inner walls gripping me tighter with each downstroke. Hazel's pussy clenches around my fingers, her clit hard against my thumb. I'm surrounded by their warmth, their scent, their sounds of pleasure.



I feel Belle's orgasm building first—her movements becoming less coordinated, her breathing ragged. "Greg," she gasps, "I'm going to—"



I feel it when she comes—her walls contracting around me in rhythmic pulses, her thighs shaking on either side of mine, her head thrown back in abandon. The sight of her pleasure pushes Hazel over the edge too. She cries out, her body tensing, her hand covering mine, pressing it harder against her as she rides out her climax.



The dual sensation of their orgasms—Belle's pussy milking my cock, Hazel's wetness flooding my hand—combined with the visual feast of their pleasure-contorted faces is too much. My own release crashes through me, intense and overwhelming. I thrust up into Belle one final time, emptying myself inside her as spots dance behind my closed eyelids.



For a long moment, we stay frozen in tableau—Belle still seated on my cock, Hazel leaning heavily against my side, all of us panting and dazed. Then, slowly, reality returns. Belle slides off me with a small gasp, settling into the water on my other side. We sit there, the three of us, until our breathing returns to normal and the water turns tepid.



"We should probably shower," I finally say, breaking the comfortable silence.



"Mmm," Hazel agrees without moving. "In a minute."



But the cooling water eventually forces us to action. We stand, water cascading off our bodies, and step carefully from the tub. The floor is a minor disaster—we've flooded it thoroughly—but we manage to navigate to the shower stall.



The shower is a tight fit for three, but we make it work, taking turns under the spray, helping each other rinse off. There's an intimacy to it that's different from the passion of moments before—a gentleness, a care in how we touch each other now. Hazel washes my back while Belle shampoos my hair, their hands tender and thorough.



When we're clean and dry, wrapped in the hotel's plush towels, a pleasant exhaustion settles over me. What started as a fashion show has turned into something I never could have anticipated, and the night is still young.
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I drag myself to the smaller of the two rooms, my legs still wobbly from the bathroom escapade. The hotel arranged our suite with a master bedroom, which I insisted the girls take, and this smaller side room with its queen bed that looks like heaven right now. My body aches pleasantly, muscles used in ways my daily routine never required.



The sheets are cool and crisp against my skin as I slide under them, not bothering with pajamas. The ceiling above me seems to swim slightly, and I realize I'm smiling like an idiot. If someone had told the Philly version of me that I'd one day be in a luxury San Francisco hotel after having just been with two beautiful twenty-one-year-old women simultaneously, I'd have had them committed. Yet here I am, living a fantasy I never even allowed myself to imagine.



I sigh contentedly, telling myself not to wake from this incredible dream. But I've barely closed my eyes when I feel the mattress dip, a warm body pressing against my side like a heat-seeking missile.



"Belle?" I murmur, though I suspect not.



"No, it's Hazel. I can't sleep."



I turn to face her, my eyes adjusting to the dim light from the bedside lamp I'd left on. She's a silhouette at first, then features emerge—those hazel eyes that match her name, her short black hair mussed from the shower, her lips slightly parted. I reach for her, my hand finding the curve of her waist, and pull her closer for a kiss.



Her mouth is eager against mine, her tongue seeking entrance, which I gladly grant. The kiss deepens, becoming hungry, insistent. When we finally break apart, we're both breathing harder.



"What do you want, baby?" I ask, though her body pressed against mine tells me clearly enough.



"Fuck me, please." The words come out as a half-whisper, half-moan, and I feel myself hardening again despite thinking I was spent for the night.



I reach over to turn the lamp brighter, wanting to see all of her. She's wearing a silky gown I haven't seen before—something she must have packed for the trip—loosely tied at the waist. The fabric is thin enough that I can see the outlines of her nipples beneath it, already hard and waiting for my touch.



I untie the sash with one easy motion, spreading the garment open to reveal her body fully. She's gorgeous—fuller than Belle, with curves that remind me of a 1950s pinup girl. I run my hand along her cheek, down her neck, across her collarbone, and finally to her breast. Her skin is impossibly soft, still faintly damp from our shower.



"Baby, you're so beautiful," I tell her, meaning every word.



"So are you, Greg," she murmurs, her eyes traveling down my chest to where the sheet tents over my growing erection. "I wanted you the first time I saw you."



The confession sends a jolt of pleasure through me. "Really?"



She nods, her eyes darkening with the memory. "I almost came during the chicken fight while sitting on your shoulder. My pussy against your neck..."



"Fuck," I curse, the image vivid in my mind now—Hazel on my shoulders in the pool, the pressure of her sex against my neck, the way she'd squeezed her thighs around me for balance. I hadn't thought of it as sexual at the time, but now...



My hand travels down her stomach to between her legs, finding her already wet and ready. My fingers slide through her folds, making a squeaky sound that's somehow both obscene and incredibly arousing.



"You're one dirty little girl," I say, my voice rough with desire.



She purrs. "And you are my sea lion king," she says, reminding me of our earlier banter.



I sit up, pushing the sheet away, and move to straddle her. My cock stands thick and long between us, and Hazel gasps as if seeing it for the first time, though she'd had her hands and eyes on it less than an hour ago.



"I want to taste it, Greg," she says, her gaze locked on my erection. "Fuck my mouth, please."



I don't hesitate. Moving forward on my knees, I position the tip of my shaft at her lips. She opens eagerly, her warm breath ghosting across my sensitive skin for just a moment before she takes me in. The wet heat of her mouth is exquisite, her tongue working the underside of my shaft as I begin to thrust gently.



Hazel takes me deeper than I expect, her hands coming up to grip my hips, encouraging me to move faster. I oblige, watching my length disappear between her lips again and again. The sight alone nearly undoes me, but I hold back. This night isn't over yet.



I pull back, my cock slipping from her mouth with a wet sound. She makes a small noise of protest, trying to follow with her lips, but I move down her body, spreading her legs wider. I drag my shaft along her wet folds, teasing her entrance, then her clit, watching her reactions to each touch.



"Come inside me, please, Greg," she begs, her hips lifting to try to capture me.



"Not yet," I tell her, continuing the teasing motions. "I want to play with you longer."



Her head tosses on the pillow, her hair a dark halo against the white pillowcase. "Please, Greg. I've waited for more than a month. It's been a long foreplay."



The words hit me like a physical blow. A month. Since the day she arrived at my “farewell” party, apparently. The knowledge that she's wanted me all this time, has been waiting for this moment, is a heady aphrodisiac.



"No fucking way," I mutter, giving in to her pleas and my own desire.



I position my cock at her entrance, noticing how she holds her breath in anticipation. I push forward slowly, feeling her walls stretch to accommodate me. She's tight, but so wet that I slide in easily, inch by delicious inch, until I'm fully seated inside her.



"Mmmm," Hazel whimpers, her eyes turning stormy with pleasure. "Yes, just like that. Do it again, please, yes..."



I begin to move, establishing a rhythm that starts slow and deliberate. Each thrust pulls small sounds from her throat—gasps and moans that tell me I'm hitting all the right spots. Her hands clutch at my shoulders, nails digging into the skin in a way that rides the perfect line between pleasure and pain.



"You feel so good," I tell her, watching her face as I pick up the pace. "So tight, so wet for me."



"Only for you," she gasps, her legs coming up to wrap around my waist, changing the angle and letting me sink even deeper. “My sea lion king.”



I can't help but laugh. "You're not going to drop it, are you?"



"Nope," she replies with a teasing grin. “I love how it sounds. It turns me on. I’ll keep calling you that every time when you fuck me."



I let out a groan — not from annoyance at the nickname, but from the overwhelming thought of being with her again and again. Honestly, I'm starting to enjoy the nickname. "Very well, sweetheart. My... sea lion girl."



I thrust harder now, faster, driven by her responses and my own building need. The headboard knocks against the wall with each movement, and in some distant part of my mind, I hope the neighboring room isn't occupied. But most of my consciousness is focused entirely on Hazel—the flush spreading across her chest, the bounce of her breasts with each thrust, the way her inner muscles clench around me when I hit a particularly sensitive spot.



Her breathing becomes more ragged, her movements less coordinated. I recognize the signs—she's close. I shift slightly, making sure I'm hitting her G-spot with each thrust, and am rewarded with a sharp cry of pleasure.



"Greg, I'm going to come," she warns, her voice breaking on the last word.



"Come for me, baby," I encourage her, maintaining the pace that's pushing her toward the edge. "Let me feel you."



Her orgasm takes her suddenly—her back arching off the bed, her inner walls clamping down on my cock in rhythmic pulses, her cry muffled as she bites her lip. The sight of her pleasure, combined with the increased pressure around my cock, triggers my own release. I thrust deep one final time, holding still as I empty myself inside her, my vision going briefly white at the intensity of it.



For several long moments, we stay joined, our bodies slick with sweat, our breathing gradually slowing. Then I carefully withdraw and collapse beside her, pulling her into my arms. She curls against me like she belongs there, her head on my chest, her leg thrown over mine.



"Belle wasn't exaggerating," she says after a while, her voice sleepy and satisfied.



"About what?"



"You. Being a good lover." She props herself up on one elbow to look at me. "A great lover, actually. You’re the first guy I’ve dated who actually cares about foreplay. Thank you."



I feel a ridiculous surge of pride at her words. "I'm glad you enjoyed it."



"Enjoyed is an understatement." Her hand trails down my chest, heading south. "I want more."



I catch her wrist gently, bringing her hand to my lips instead. "You need some sleep, Hazel. We have those sales pitches tomorrow morning."



She pouts momentarily, then sighs in acceptance. "You're right. Need to be sharp to close those deals."



"Exactly. Rest now."



She settles back against my chest, and within minutes, her breathing evens out. I look down at her face, relaxed in sleep, a small, contented smile curving her lips.



I, on the other hand, find it hard to drift into sleep's embrace. I lie there, cradling Hazel in my arms, my gaze fixed on the ceiling faintly bathed in the soft glow of the dim lamplight. The room is cloaked in a gentle hush as my mind wanders.



I wonder whether Belle is all right by herself. The idea of having the two young women take the master bedroom now seems ludicrous. I wish the three of us were together. But then again, I did not plan for the intimate rendezvous with Hazel. I want to go check on Belle, but don’t want to disturb Hazel.



I’m struggling with the dilemma when the door creaks open. The silhouette of Belle emerges in the doorway, her figure outlined by the subtle light. Our gazes lock in a wordless understanding as she hesitates, waiting for my permission to join our group.



"Hey," I whisper softly, breaking the stillness. "Come here."



Without hesitation, she moves gracefully into the room, her footsteps quiet against the floor. She climbs into bed with a fluid motion, settling beside me on the mattress. I envelop her with my other arm, feeling the warmth of her presence.



"I’m sorry. I woke up in the king-sized bed alone," she murmurs, her voice a gentle confession. "And heard you guys."



"There’s nothing to be sorry about," I reassure her with a tender smile. "I’m glad you’re here."



Reaching up, I flick the switch on the headboard, plunging the room into a comforting darkness. I draw them closer, feeling the rhythm of their breaths as they nestle against me. My eyes flutter shut, yet sleep remains elusive. I wish to linger in this moment, to relish the exquisite sensation of having two beautiful young women by my side, yearning for my affection. Though I’m no Sea Lion King, I'm overwhelmed by an unwavering resolve to shield them from any harm or heartache that life might cast their way in the days to come.
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Harem Adventure Series by Kohen King
















The Writer's Harem







A writer's dirty fantasies come true…







After James's neighbor, John leaves his family, James finds himself to be the center of three gorgeous women's attention. John's daughter Tessa and her friend Lizzy both want James to be their first and only. Linda, John's wife whom James has lusted over for years, isn't shy to display her affection for him either.



James has been a Don Juan all his life, but he wants the three women for more than a fling. He wants a family with not just one but all of them, and he will show the ladies he's got enough supply to make everyone happy!







The Lifeguard's Harem







One hot summer, two busty MILFs and a sexy virgin.



Kevin is an introvert and has never had a girlfriend before graduating from high school. But after he starts working as a lifeguard at a local gym, his life is about to change. It doesn't take Kevin long to fall head over heels for Brianna, a beautiful but aloof blonde girl of his age. Kevin asks her out and gets a humiliating scorn. Brianna's busty stepmom, Sandra witnesses the drama and offers to help Kevin win over the young woman by giving him a makeover. After giving Kevin the best haircut he's ever had, Sandra takes a step further and teaches him how to pleasure a woman. Before Kevin knows it, he's lost his virginity to the older woman. After that, Kevin's love life takes a dramatic turn. He not only gets to have Brianna, but also Nancy, Sandra's gorgeous sex therapist friend, and experiences role play and kinky sex with her. The three women's appetites are insatiable, and they compete for his attention and want him from all positions, front and behind, indoors and outdoors. Fortunately, the quiet young man is well-endowed and has inexhaustible reserves to meet their demands.







The Rancher's Harem







When Paul's compulsive gambler brother leaves for Vegas and neglects his family and business, Paul not only shoulders the burden of running their ranch alone, but also struggles with his long-hidden lust for his brother's wife Molly, a buxom blonde MILF and her daughter Laila. The two ladies' eagerness to please Paul makes it even harder for him to do the right thing.



As if he isn't facing enough challenges, Molly's stunning stripper friend Jackie, a busty dark-haired beauty, comes to work for Paul. The three gorgeous women are determined to not only assist Paul in running the ranch but also satisfy his sexual needs and put his virile seed to good use.



The ladies' enthusiasm convinces Paul that his luck has changed and his lonely days are about to end. It takes him little time to get used to the extravagant foursomes they indulge him with. The only thing left for Paul to do is come up with ways to take over the ranch entirely so he and his harem can live there happily ever after.







The Investor's Harem



When Bob promised his dying friend he would take care of the three women in his family, he didn't know what exactly he got himself into.



Now henot only finds himself responsible for saving John's breast implant company, but also in charge of the three gorgeous women's happiness. John's widow Helen is a stunning model who became famous with the very product made by John's company and Bob is one of her fans. John's older daughter Evelyn, a beautiful redhead and an intelligent medical student is determined to pursue her dad's unfinished dream but is unsure about a match her dad made for her. And last but not least, Lisa, a capricious blonde who's been close to Bob since she was little, demands Bob to take her V-card.



Will Bob be able to keep his promise while struggling with forbidden lust for not only one but all three women?







The Detective's Harem







Three seductresses and a lonely bachelor…



When Detective Mark Jackson agreed to solve a case involving the death of Bill Walker, a strip club owner, he had no idea he would be investigating three gorgeous women.



Walker's daughter Nora, a college sophomore, had been Mark's obsession and the reason he visited the local coffee shop where she worked every morning. Despite their age difference, Mark couldn't resist the obvious chemistry between them. And when the younger woman eagerly offered Mark her cherry, there was no way he could refuse her.



Riley, the top stripper at Walker's club, was a golden-skinned busty beauty no man could ever resist. The fact that Riley turned out to be Nora's best friend only made her more attractive. After an accidental voyeurism, in which Mark discovered the two women's amorous relationship, he found himself onboard a ship of threesome adventure.



Sophie, Walker's wife and Nora's stepmom, a blue-eyed beauty with auburn hair, was a living embodiment of Mark's teenage fantasies. Needless to say, he fell for her at first sight, even though she was the prime suspect in the case. The sexy woman did not hide her interest in Mark either, and her blowjob seduction attempts put Mark's willpower on trial.



The three women had distinct personalities, but they were closely bonded with one another, and they all had the hots for Mark. Mark cared for the feisty but vulnerable women just as much. The problem was, of course, they were all suspects. Could Mark put his lust aside and focus on work, or should he let go of his moral qualms and enjoy his luck with the ladies?







The Trainer's Harem







What are the chances you meet all three of your significant others on a single night?



The only reason Brad agrees to accompany his stepmom Camilla to a company party is because he's had a crush on the gorgeous dark-haired beauty since he was a teen. He has no idea the party will be a turning point in his life. He not only falls head over heels for Camilla's voluptuous blonde boss Stella, but is also captivated by Stella's daughter Olivia, a naughty brunette who isn't shy to display her passion publicly. Both the mother and daughter seem to be interested in Brad as well, even though both are also off-limits to him. Stella is getting engaged and Olivia has her eye on her mom's fiancé. As if Brad hadn't gotten enough tease, Camilla makes a surprising confession to him after the party, evoking his undying, hidden fantasies for her.







The Camper's Harem







Dan's divorce turns out to be the best thing that's ever happened to him.







Otherwise, he wouldn't find himself on an adventurous cross-country road trip, not to mention meeting three gorgeous women who worship him and vie for his attention. Dan is willing to give everything he has in order to settle for an idyllic life with the naughty brunette, the voluptuous redhead, and the sassy blonde virgin. But he must give up his six-figure job first and also deal with a jerk who thinks he owns the women. Is Dan up for the challenge?







The Baker's Harem







When Max comes home to sell his dad's bakery, he doesn't expect the trip to take long, not to mention the adventures that await him.







Oak Springs isn't just a town stuck in time but a place that reminds Max of lost love. Twenty years ago, Sarah, Max's first girlfriend, left him for another man. Max has never gotten over her. Now, not only has Sarah returned to town, but she's also living in his house with Max's stepsister Elena and her daughter Mia. The three women, two gorgeous blondes and one fiery brunette, are determined to keep Max in their lives.







Will Max give up his high-paying IT job in a modern city and return home to a small town to become the head of an unconventional household?







Spa Resort Sisters







Getting a strip show and a hand job at a job interview?







Never in a million years did Alex dream of that. Nor did the pre-med student plan to become a masseur.



But the pay was generous, the boss was stunning, and the benefits were too good to believe. Besides, Alex didn't have many options, not when tons of student loan debt were waiting to be paid and his divorced parents had new families to care for. The job was a godsend if he could pass the trial period with plenty of challenges that tested his willpower besides skills. He had to learn new, exotic massage skills and control his lust when facing sexy and demanding customers at the exclusive spa resort. His boss believed that exposing him to many stimuli would help him quickly adapt to the new job. But would it work for Alex, an introvert who had never seen, let alone touched, a naked woman in real life?







The Waiter’s Harem







Escorting Mom's best friend turns out to be quite an adventure.







Nathan gives up a promising career in NYC and returns home to manage his family's restaurant. When his mom's best friend Maddie needs a ride after having one too many at her birthday dinner, Nathan doesn't hesitate to offer her the service. The twenty-five-year-old had a major crush on the gorgeous blonde, but Maddie's marital status and their age gap stood in his way of pursuing the curvy beauty. Maddie is recently widowed, and Nathan can't wait to take the opportunity to confess his feelings to the older woman. Maddie delights Nathan with her eagerness to reciprocate, but also surprises him by her sexual inexperience. It's up to Nathan to teach the middle school teacher skills that will turn their evening into a lot more than just a short ride home.











The Walker’s Harem series: Books 1 to 3







Book 1







Getting fired isn't the end of the world.







At least not when your boss is a jerk, and you can find a better job. Losing a girlfriend can also be a blessing, especially if she's been cheating on you.



After both unfortunate events happen to Jeff on the same day, he turns over a new leaf and starts an adventure he hasn’t dreamed of. He takes jobs that his ex-girlfriend thinks beneath him, and he dates multiple women at the same time. Starting with his neighbor, a gorgeous brunette whom Jeff has had a crush on for a long time but hasn’t had the freedom to flirt with, and Julia, a beautiful blonde much older than Jeff who seems to love dogs more than men.







Book 2







Three drop-dead gorgeous women in three days…







Jeff puts his past behind him and starts a new life. The sizzling night with his sexy neighbor Sienna certainly helps. But he has barely had the time to indulge in his exhilarating relationship with Sienna when her protective friend Sarika enters the picture. The voluptuous, dark-haired beauty might be demanding, but she undoubtedly lusts over Jeff. The two temptresses open the door to an unconventional relationship Jeff has never dreamed of.



Meanwhile, Jeff’s attraction for Julia compels him to spy on the stunning blonde. And the discovery of the older woman’s secret draws him even closer to her.



Despite his incredible luck with women, Jeff isn’t ready to commit to any of them yet. The ladies, on the other hand, are eager to go steady with him. Jeff now faces a dilemma of choosing among his new-found love interests. Needless to say, he wants them all, but can they get along with one another?







Book 3







A pleasant surprise back home…







Jeff returns home to his family’s ranch and sees Vicky, his high school sweetheart, again. As Sienna predicted, his feelings for his first girlfriend haven’t gone away. The reunion only renews the longings that Jeff held back as a teenager, and he finds the new, sophisticated town veterinarian irresistible. On top of that, Vicky brought home a cowgirl as fiery as herself. Sky is a curvy blonde girl that has a body of a porn star and rides like a rodeo champ. Jeff is impressed by the woman after witnessing her barrel race in a bikini, but Sky’s hostile greeting sets an unpleasant tone between them. Jeff decides to stay away from the fierce cowgirl, but his attempt doesn’t last because everyone in his family expects him to team up with Sky to compete in the upcoming county rodeo.



During his stay, Jeff also realizes his love for the ranch and is tempted to take it over from his dad. But the decision will affect everyone’s future. Will his harem move to the ranch with him, and how will his family react to his unconventional relationship with multiple women?







The Donor’s Harem







When Mike signs up for sperm donation at an unorthodox fertility clinic, he has no idea what he has gotten himself into.



The nineteen-year-old college student desperately needs money after his father cuts him off. With only a part-time job at a gym that doesn't pay enough, Mike feels like he has no other options and would rather struggle financially than let his father control his life. Donating sperm has never been appealing to Mike, but he’s willing to give it a try.



However, when he meets the clinic’s owner Dr. Martha Smith, a fiery and sexy brunette passionate about her work, he starts to feel more confident about his decision to become a donor. Martha doesn’t hesitate to teach Mike what he needs to become successful in the job and she can’t wait to turn Mike into her top breeder…



Although excited about his new role as a sperm donor, Mike quickly learns that this clinic has some unique practices. Mike must give the clients his sperm
 the natural way
 , and he might need to give them more than his sperm…



Will Mike rise to the challenge and fulfill these unusual requirements? Or does he even have a choice in the matter?







Join Mike on his journey as he embarks on a new, unexpected mission to help women achieve their dreams of motherhood at this
 one-of-a-kind
 fertility clinic.











The Gardener’s Harem (five-book series)







Book 1: A Deal with the Landlady



What’s an eighteen-year-old got to do to provide for his family?



Alex has barely finished high school when he becomes the man of the house and has to take care of his mom and sister. When his mom fails to pay the rent, Alex proposes a deal to Silvia, their gorgeous landlady. He'll be her gardener for a week and pay for the rent in kind. Impressed by Alex’s labor skills, Silvia eagerly hires him. But it takes Alex no time to discover what the hot redhead really wants from him.



Don’t miss this fast-paced, too-good-to-be-true harem fantasy.



Book 2: Caddie for the Mayor’s Wife



Alex's fortunes with women take an unexpected turn following a passionate encounter with Gabriela, a captivating older woman who happens to be the mayor's wife. Suddenly, he finds himself at the center of attention from several remarkable women. These include his landlady and boss Silvia, a gorgeous redhead; his childhood crush and neighbor, Ava, who returned home for college after a long absence; his weekend supervisor Stacy, a hardworking young woman who shares a similar family background; and Stacy's best friend, Emma. Can Alex navigate this newfound female attention, especially with the growing jealousy and conflicts among them?




Follow the seemingly too-good-to-be-true romantic adventures of this soon-to-be college student.



Book 3: Mom’s Best Friend



After Alex met Emma, his love life is more fulfilling than ever before. But things get complicated when they realize that Stacy, Emma's best friend, also has feelings for Alex. Meanwhile, Gabby and Silvia befriend each other, making it difficult for Alex to avoid Gabby's affection. To add to the mix, Ava, Alex's childhood crush, turns to him for comfort. And just when he thought things couldn't get any more complicated, Macy — his mom's best friend — comes to visit. How will Alex manage relationships with all of these women without hurting anyone’s feelings?



Book 4: Professor’s Extra Help







Alex eagerly anticipates the start of college, but his luck takes a turn for the worse. His truck battery decides to quit on his first day, almost causing him to be tardy. And he makes an awkward first impression on his math professor, the stunning Gwen Meyer.



Despite her appearance, Professor Meyer is kind and approachable. Alex is drawn to her confidence and charm. With Professor Meyer's encouragement, Alex becomes passionate about the subject and puts in extra effort to succeed. With her help, he gains more self-assurance than ever before.



As Alex spends more time with Gwen Meyer, he can't help developing feelings for her as a person, not just a professor. But Alex has already gotten enough on his plate, does he have room for one more woman in his life?



Book 5: Girl Next Door




Ava, the girl next door, has proven herself to be much more over the past few months.

 
She is no longer just a childhood crush in need of protection. She has become Alex's trusted friend, and she’s helped and supported him.

 As their chemistry continues to grow, all they need is the right opportunity to take their relationship to the next level.



Meanwhile, Gwen learns about Alex's unconventional lifestyle and begins to distance herself from him. But Ava, who has befriended the professor, is determined to change Gwen’s mind by arranging a camping trip for the three of them. Once again, Gwen must choose between her desires and societal expectations.



As Alex's harem grows at an alarming pace, he starts thinking about starting a family. However, Rudy—Emma's father and the town mayor—still plans on making Alex's life miserable as he follows through on his threats.



How will Alex balance his complicated love life while also juggling school, work, and multiple relationships? Don't miss out on the exciting conclusion to this series.
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