





Bluebonnet Queen


[image: ]







Kohen King

























Copyright ©2025 by Kohen King



All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or by any information storage retrieval system without the written permission of the author/publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.



This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, names, incidents, organizations, and dialogue in this novel are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.



The following story contains mature themes, strong language, and sexual situations. It is intended for mature readers.









 
 







Contents







 
CHAPTER 1





CHAPTER 2





CHAPTER 3





CHAPTER 4





CHAPTER 5





CHAPTER 6





CHAPTER 7





CHAPTER 8





CHAPTER 9





CHAPTER 10





CHAPTER 11





CHAPTER 12





CHAPTER 13





CHAPTER 14





CHAPTER 15





Afterword





Harem Adventure Series by Kohen King













CHAPTER 1



[image: ]















THE DAMASK ROSES GLOW PINK in the early morning light, their partially opened buds heavy with dew. I move through the rows with my clippers in hand, careful not to puncture the petals as Belle taught me. Three months ago, I couldn't tell a damask from a dog rose. Now, I can identify them by scent alone, blindfolded, my hands remembering the specific curve of each variety's thorns. The rhythm of farm life has once again seeped into my blood, replacing spreadsheets with soil, client meetings with dawn harvests. And frankly, I've never been happier.



"Remember," Belle says from the row next to mine, her voice soft in the morning stillness, "we only want the ones that are just beginning to unfurl. See this one?" She holds up a blossom between her slender fingers. "Perfect oil content."



The July sun hasn't yet mustered its full strength, hanging low over the eastern edge of the farm. We started at seven sharp—Belle insists this narrow window between dew-dry and full sun is sacred for harvesting roses destined for products rather than arrangements.



"Got it," I nod, selecting a blossom that mirrors hers. My hands are scratched in a dozen places despite the gloves. Battle scars of my new profession.



Aria bounces down the row on my other side, her copper hair tied up in a messy bun. We postpone our bouquet harvesting to help Belle with her workshop products.



Last week, Belle, Hazel, and I traveled to San Francisco to meet with several business owners and managers. In addition to finalizing a deal with Luminous Day Spa, a luxury venue, we also landed an agreement with a boutique in the Bay Area. We now have two significant orders that will keep us occupied for the next two weeks.



I have a feeling that Aria doesn't find the monotonous task as enjoyable as picking bouquets, which she describes as "crafting something beautiful."



She doesn't voice her complaints, but her sighs and remarks give her away. "This is way better than deadheading," Aria remarks as she drops another bunch of blossoms into her canvas bag. "Poor Mom, left with the dull job."



I glance across the field where Paula moves methodically through rows of spent blooms, snipping the dead flowers to encourage new growth. She raises a hand in greeting when she notices my gaze, and I wave back.



"Deadheading is essential," Belle reminds her sister, but there's no scolding in her tone. "Without it, we'd have half the blossoms next week."



"I know, I know." Aria rolls her eyes good-naturedly. "But making fancy rose water that'll sit on shelves in San Francisco? That's just cooler."



“Cooler than packing gifts that will sit in the vases in someone’s cozy home?” I tease her.



“Not cooler but as much,” she says.



"I still can't believe we pulled off both those deals," Belle says as she examines each blossom before gently pinching it off just below the calyx.



"My sister's a genius," Aria says with obvious pride. "A greenhouse witch and a marketing pro."



Belle's cheeks flush pinker than the roses she's gathering. "It wasn't just me. The boutique owner was hard to convince, and Hazel was the one who suggested we offer them a consignment deal," she says humbly. "Greg even agreed to consider her request for a higher-than-usual profit margin.”



I shrug. “A little compromise goes a long way.”



Belle nods. “Exactly, Mr. Business Consultant.”



“Slash flower picker,” I add with a chuckle.



"A highly experienced
 flower picker
 ," Aria teases, ducking under my half-hearted swat. "You've gotten pretty good at farm work, Daddy. I think you’ve wasted your talent on spreadsheets. You’re way better with
 flowers
 than with numbers."



That innuendo in her words makes me blush. “Stop talking, Aria,” I warn. “You are going to regret it if you don’t.”



“Oh I’m counting on that,” Aria says. “Do you want to punish me here in the open fields or can you wait till we get to the workshop? I’m sure Hazel would love to watch. She’s naughtier than you think, you know?”



I mutter a curse but at a loss for words.



"Hey, cut out the flirting, you two," Belle teases, stepping in to help me out, though her smile reveals she finds it amusing. "It's getting late. Let's pick up the pace. The quicker we wrap things up here, the sooner you can get to your bouquets."



"Yes, ma'am!" Aria and I reply together, laughing as we get back to work.



The harvesting for the workshop's product roses differs significantly from cutting for bouquets. For products, we only need the flower heads, not the stems, and we snip them low, just beneath the sepals. We're after scent and oil content, not vase life or appearance. It's a gentler process, somehow more intimate—just fingers and small snips rather than long-stem cuts. The blossoms pile up in our canvas bags, their scent intensifying as they warm slightly in the early sun.



An hour slips by in pleasant conversation and the soothing pace of harvest. My bag fills up with damask blooms, their combined scent so rich I can almost taste it—sweet and complex, like fine wine. When Belle decides we have enough, I gather everyone's bags and load them into the small wooden wagon we use for transport.



"Next stop, transformation central," I announce, as I grab the wagon handles and start the journey toward the workshop. The wheels make a gentle creaking sound on the packed earth path. Belle and Aria follow behind, continuing their light-hearted discussion on which product they think will be more popular and should be produced more for storage.



"The bath salts will sell out fast," Aria insists. "People love bath products."



"The rose water is more versatile," Belle argues. "It can be used as facial toner, fragrance, even in cooking..."



"What about the soaps?" Aria asks. "I think they're great, but we haven't received many orders."



"Because people don't use soaps as much as before,” Belle says with a sigh. “They rely more and more on body wash instead.”



"What about rose petals?" I suggest. "Your mom mentioned that a restaurant in the Bay Area ordered them for cooking some time ago. We could consider that..."



"Yeah, but Greg," Belle responds. "We don't have the capacity for all that."



"I know, I know," I reply, nodding. "I just got carried away. We'll take it one step at a time. But remember, we can always hire more people."



"And expand your colony, Mr. Sea Lion King?" Aria teases again.



Damn. Hazel or Belle must have shared the joke with her. I wonder what else these girls discuss behind my back. “I have no plan for that, sassy girl,” I say with a chuckle, my cheeks warm again.



The workshop comes into view, its fresh red paint gleaming in the morning light. Hazel's blue Honda is parked outside.



Aria halts her steps at the end of the path. “I’m going to get started with the bouquets. Join me at the east field hybrid tea block as soon as you’re done with the delivery, okay?” Aria says to me. “And don’t forget to bring the wagon.”



“I won’t,” I say.







Inside, the workshop is warm and fragrant. Hazel stands at the center worktable, her short black hair tucked behind her ears, brow furrowed in concentration as she measures ingredients for a batch of soap. She looks up at the sound of the wagon wheels on the concrete floor, and her hazel eyes—the namesake feature that's always struck me as almost supernatural in their clarity—brighten when they meet mine.



"Perfect timing," she calls. "I just finished prepping the distiller."



I heft the bags of blossoms onto the workbench, trying not to stare at the curves that stretch her tight t-shirt or the way her fitted jeans hug her hips. My mind flashes back to a few nights ago at the Bayline Hotel. The three of us—Hazel, Belle, and I—celebrated our successful sales pitch in the hotel's luxury bathtub. Afterward, Hazel came to my bed alone, confessing her feelings for me and begging me to take her. Heat rises to my face at the memory, and other parts of me respond in ways that make me grateful for the concealing workbench between us.



"Heavy haul today," I manage, keeping my voice steady.



"We needed it," Belle says, moving to the sink to wash her hands. "Two dozen of rose water alone will take almost all of these."



Hazel approaches, peeking into the bags. "Beautiful work, everyone. These are perfect." Her fingers touch mine as she reaches past me for one of the blossoms, and I feel a spark—static from the dry air, but it jolts me nonetheless. Her knowing smile tells me she felt it too, and remembers exactly what I'm remembering.



With the blossoms delivered, I know I should head back out to help Aria with the online orders. But I linger, watching as Belle and Hazel fall into their fluent routine, sorting the blooms, checking for insects or damaged petals, preparing them for the distillation process. They move together with a synchronicity that's beautiful to watch, anticipating each other's needs without speaking.



"I should let you two work," I finally say, backing toward the door. "Orders won't fill themselves."



Belle looks up, brushing a strand of blonde hair from her face. "We'll see you at lunch?"



"Count on it."



I step toward her, drawn by something I can't resist, and wrap an arm around her waist. She smells of roses and morning sun, and when I kiss her, she tastes faintly of the coffee she had at breakfast. It's a brief kiss, professional enough for a workplace, but with an undercurrent that makes her eyes darken slightly when I pull away.



Hazel doesn't let me leave without claiming her own goodbye. Her kiss is different—quicker, more playful—but no less affecting. "Don't work too hard," she murmurs against my ear.



"Look who's talking," I reply, gently tugging on a lock of her hair before stepping away.
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Stepping out of the workshop, I head toward the east field with the wagon in tow. I spot Aria’s red hair easily and make a beeline for her. She’s already assembled a dozen red roses I recognize as
 Mr. Lincoln
 —the most famous of the hybrid tea roses.



“You’re finally here,” she says, glancing up. “I thought you were never going to leave the workshop.”



She sounds just a bit grumpy, and I lift an eyebrow. “Are you jealous or something?”



“Jealous? Me? Of course not,” she huffs. “I was just worried we wouldn’t get all the bouquets ready. We’ve got fifteen orders today!”



“No kidding!” I say. Fifteen is the most we’ve had so far. We’ve hit ten, maybe twelve, in the past week. “That’s great. Business is picking up.”



“Yup,” Aria says with a grin. “Guess word’s finally gotten out. And the online ads are working.”



“No doubt about it,” I agree. Although we're still trying out online marketing, and the return on investment for our Google ads hasn't been impressive, I choose not to dampen Aria's spirits with this detail.



Aria directs me to a different block in the field to collect Tiffany, a beautiful pink hybrid. “These are in the same order as Mr. Lincoln,” she explains. “The same customer also ordered a dozen Golden Celebration. They want them in the same bouquet. They are all gorgeous flowers. but I don’t know how good they’ll look mixed together.”



"How about creating some arrangements and bundles to make it easier for the customers? You have a keen artistic sense," I suggest.



"That's a fantastic idea, Greg!" she exclaims with excitement. "I'll get right on it!"



Her enthusiastic response lifts my spirits, and I continue, "You could name them something like Aria's Choice."



"Exactly," she agrees with a smile. "Maybe Lovejoy's Special, Enchanting Bouquet, California Beauty..."



"That's the spirit!" I laugh at her enthusiasm.



"I can't wait to get started," she says, pausing briefly as if envisioning the artistic creations she'll make. "But for now, let's focus on finishing the current task."



"Yes, ma'am!" I grin and get back to work.



"Stop calling me 'ma'am,'" Aria protests. "I'm too young for that."



I laugh. "It's a compliment. I like the bossy side of you, baby."



Aria blushes. "Thank you, Daddy, but I don't mean to be bossy." Her voice takes on a husky tone as she gives me a longing look. We've both been busy and haven't shared many intimate moments since I returned from Philly, even though we work together on the farm every day. Aria can be naughty when we're alone, but in public, she maintains her decorum. I can see her resisting the urge to hug me. "I miss you," she whispers.



"I miss you too," I reply, gently brushing her cheek with my fingers. "Let's make time for each other soon. And with Kaia as well."



"That sounds great." She nods. "Speaking of Kaia, could you cover for me this afternoon? I want to help Belle and Hazel at the workshop. Kaia says she can handle the tour herself, but I'm sure she'd appreciate some help. Plus, she misses you too."



"Of course, sweetheart," I say. "I'd be delighted. I've been looking forward to being part of the farm tour."



"Thanks, Greg, you're the best." She smiles, leans in, and gives me a quick kiss.



I resist the urge to hold her and deepen our kiss. After we part, we return to finish the rest of the harvest.







Ten minutes later, I clip one final stem. "That should do it," I announce as I place the flower into my basket. "Let's head to the—"



My words halt when I spot something—or rather, someone—moving through the tall grass of a fallow field about thirty yards away. A small figure, barely visible above the swaying stalks.



"Hold up," I tell Aria, squinting against the morning sun. "I need to check something."



She follows my gaze. "Is that a kid?"



"I think it's Tony. Sadie's boy." I hand my basket to Aria. "Can you take these to the processing shed? I'll catch up."



She takes the basket with a knowing smile. "Sure thing. Say hi to Sadie for me."



I pretend not to notice her tone, though the heat in my cheeks betrays me. "Just being neighborly," I mutter, already walking away. I wonder what Aria is thinking. Has Paula mentioned the way I ogled Sadie the day we met, about two weeks ago? I wouldn’t blame her if she did. Honestly, I haven't been able to stop thinking about Sadie since we first met. I'm irresistibly drawn to her, even though I barely know her. Her stormy grey eyes, platinum blonde hair, and charming Texas accent frequently cross my mind. Plus, she lived with my mother for three years, almost as long as I did. There's an undeniable pull towards her, not just because of her beauty, though that's certainly part of it. There's something more I can't quite identify. Maybe it's her knowledge of flowers or the hint of caution in her eyes. I'm not sure. It seems like she's escaping something, possibly her past.



The grass parts around my legs as I cross into the fallow field. We rotate crops on the farm, letting sections rest between plantings. Right now, it's a miniature jungle of wild grasses and volunteer flowers—the perfect playground for a five-year-old's imagination.



"Tony?" I call out, keeping my voice gentle.



The small figure freezes, then turns. A mop of sandy blond hair and wide eyes peek out above the grass. When he recognizes me, his face splits into a gap-toothed grin.



"Mr. Greg!" he shouts with unrestrained excitement. "Look, look!"



I crouch down as I reach him, bringing myself to his level. He's wearing denim overalls with a dinosaur patch on one knee and a light blue t-shirt underneath.



"What are you doing out here all by yourself, buddy?" I ask, trying to sound casual rather than concerned.



His small hands cup the air in front of him like he's holding water. "I'm catching butterflies! Look at this yellow one!"



I peer at his empty hands and play along. "That's a beautiful butterfly. Does your mom know where you are?"



Tony's face scrunches in concentration. "Mom's with the flowers. She said stay close, but the butterfly came this way." He looks up at me suddenly. "I haven't seen you in forever, Mr. Greg!"



"It's been about two weeks," I correct gently.



"That's forever!" he insists with a child's sense of time. "Mom said you're busy with your flower business."



"That's true, we've had a lot of orders." I glance around. "Where exactly is your mom?"



Tony points vaguely toward the eastern fields. "That way. With the baby flowers."



"The seedlings?" I ask, and he nods enthusiastically. "Well, how about we go find her? I bet she's wondering where you wandered off to."



"Can I bring my butterfly?"



"Absolutely," I say, standing and offering my hand. "But maybe we should let it go when we find your mom. Butterflies need to be free to pollinate flowers."



He considers this with grave seriousness before nodding. "Okay. But I'll find another one tomorrow."



We walk hand in hand through the field, Tony chattering about bugs and dinosaurs and a cartoon I've never heard of. His small fingers grip mine with complete trust, and something in my chest tightens. I never realized how much I liked kids—I'd even thought of them as annoying creatures—until recently, when I found out about Paula’s pregnancy. Now, I can’t help but imagine what it will be like when my own child is born. Will they be as adorable as Tony?



We find Sadie in the seedling area, kneeling between rows of newly transplanted flower starts. She's wearing faded jeans with dirt-stained knees and that same blue floral shirt I remember from her last visit—not revealing but somehow perfect on her frame. Her platinum blonde hair is pulled back in a loose ponytail, a few strands escaping to frame her face.



She doesn't notice us at first, focused on checking a row of young plants, her fingers gently testing the soil around each one. Then Tony calls out, "Mom! I found Mr. Greg! And a butterfly!"



Sadie's head snaps up, her dreamy gray eyes widening first in surprise, then narrowing with maternal concern as she quickly stands.



"Tony Wilson! I told you to stay where I could see you!" Her voice carries that distinctive Texan lilt that somehow makes even scolding sound musical. She hurries over to us, wiping her hands on her jeans. "I'm so sorry, Gregory. He was supposed to be playing right beside me."



"It's all right," I assure her, releasing Tony's hand as he runs to his mother. "He was just chasing butterflies in the fallow field. No harm done."



"Still, I—" She stops mid-sentence as Tony tugs at her shirt, demanding she look at his imaginary butterfly. She bends down, giving him her full attention for a moment. "That's wonderful, honey, but you scared me disappearing like that. We talked about staying close, remember?"



"But the butterfly was getting away," he explains with impeccable five-year-old logic.



Sadie sighs, ruffling his hair. "Next time, tell me before you go chasing critters, okay?"



"Alright, Mama," the child replies obediently, and once again, my heart tightens at the sight.



Sadie then looks up at me apologetically. "Thank you for bringing him back. This farm is so big, I worry about him wandering off."



"It's no problem at all." I find myself smiling more than necessary. "Actually, I'm glad for the excuse to come say hello. How are you settling in?"



"Oh, we're doing just fine," she says, standing up straight. I haven’t noticed she's that tall, just a few inches shorter than my six-foot frame. "Paula's been real kind about showing me around."



The morning sun catches in her hair, turning it almost silver in places. She looks good—healthy, strong. Farm work suits her, adding a subtle glow to her tanned skin.



"You look great," I say before I can stop myself, then quickly add, "I mean, farm life seems to agree with you."



A slight blush colors her cheeks. "Thank you. I guess I was just meant for farm work. It's hard work, but the good kind, you know? The kind that helps you sleep easy at night."



I nod, understanding exactly what she means. We stand there a moment, neither quite sure what to say next. Tony has already moved on to examining a nearby plant, his butterfly apparently released.



"I like your shirt," I say, grasping for conversation. "Those flowers—what kind are they?"



Sadie's face lights up as she glances down at her shirt. "Bluebonnets! They're Texas's state flower. My absolute favorite." She smooths a hand over the fabric. "Back home, they cover entire fields in the spring. The most beautiful sight you'll ever see."



"They're lovely," I say, though I'm not just looking at the flowers printed on her shirt. I clear my throat and change the topics. "How are your seedlings coming along?"



This is safer territory—farming talk. Sadie visibly relaxes.



"They're doing just fine. I check them daily—you know, making sure they're not too dry or drowning." She gestures to the neat rows behind her. "I've been scouting for pests too, spraying some neem oil and insecticidal soap just like Miss Adrianna taught me."



The mention of my mother's name catches me off guard, though it shouldn't. Of course they knew each other well.



Sadie continues, unaware of my momentary discomfort. "For the zinnias, cosmos, and dahlias, I've been pinching the tops to encourage bushier growth. More blooms that way." A look of pride crosses her face. "My daddy taught me that back on our flower farm in Texas. He believes in organic methods, just like y'all do here."



"Sounds like you know what you're doing," I say, genuinely impressed. "Paula wasn’t kidding when she said you grew up on farms and were experienced.”



Sadie shrugs, but I can tell she's pleased. "I was practically raised in dirt. My daddy was born and raised on a farm, and he had his own not long after he turned twenty. He married my mama over there. Just a small market farm—tomatoes, peppers, corn, that sorta thing. Then, when I was about three, the drought hit. Crops failed two years runnin’. Mama took a job on a berry farm out in California to earn some cash, and the plan was for Daddy and me to follow after he sold the place. But by the time we made it out there, Mama had moved on—met somebody else. Daddy kept hopin’ she’d come back around, but she never did. They divorced, and then Dad met Miss Adrianna…"



Her sudden flood of words takes me by surprise. "I'm really sorry to hear all that," I tell her, feeling an even deeper connection due to my own parents' divorce when I was her age.



"It’s alright," she says. "Didn’t mean to weigh you down with all my messy history."



I see her adjusting her stance, likely weary from kneeling for so long. "How about we take a seat for a bit?" I propose, pointing to a grassy area at the field's edge. "You've been working all morning."



"That obvious, huh?" She laughs. "My knees aren't what they used to be."



We settle on the grass, keeping Tony in sight as he explores nearby, staying close this time. The morning is warming up, but a gentle breeze keeps it comfortable. Sitting beside Sadie, I'm aware of a subtle floral scent that might be perfume or simply the residue of working with flowers.



"Paula mentioned you're divorced," I say carefully, then immediately regret my bluntness. "I'm sorry, that's probably not something you want to talk about."



Sadie looks surprised but not offended. "It's all right. It's been almost two years now." She furrows her brow, observing Tony quietly for a while.



I can't quite discern her expression. It doesn't seem like sadness; rather, it resembles confusion or perhaps weariness. "Do you... miss your family in Austin?"



She's quiet for a moment, plucking a blade of grass and twisting it between her fingers. "Sometimes I miss my daddy. He's getting older, but he's still running that flower farm like a man half his age." She pauses, her voice softening. "Mostly, though, I miss Adrianna. Those were some of my happiest days, living with her. When Paula contacted me a month ago, I was thrilled about the job offer but also sad about her passing …"



The admission hits me in an unexpected way. Since arriving at the rose farm, memories from my childhood have started resurfacing unexpectedly. I recall my mother, my father, and me living in a small apartment on the East Coast—hazy memories, yet warm and comforting. I've held these cherished moments close without even realizing it. Naturally, I have no recollection of the rose farm since Mother only began it after she and Father divorced. In that respect, I feel a twinge of envy toward Sadie.



"You were close to Adrianna?" I ask, trying to hide the complicated emotions her words stir up.



"She was like a second mother to me," Sadie says, her gray eyes distant with memory. "I was just a kid when Daddy started seeing her. She taught me a lot of things. About roses, about cooking, and about standing up for myself." She glances at me. "She talked about you all the time, you know. Was so proud of you graduating from college."



A lump forms in my throat. "Thank you for letting me know. I didn’t think she cared." That isn’t true. Mom had sent a postcard to congratulate me.



“She did,” Sadie says, nodding. “She was a kind lady. I think she felt sorry my Mama left me when I was so little…and well, perhaps I reminded her of you as well."



A mix of emotions stirs within me—partly jealousy that this woman spent years with my mother that I didn't, and partly gratitude that my mom found solace in caring for Sadie. It must have helped ease her own pain and guilt from leaving me, much like Sadie's mom did.



"I want to visit her grave," Sadie says quietly. "Would you... would you mind if we went together sometime? I understand if that's too personal."



"No," I say. "I'd like that. To tell the truth, I haven't been there either, although I should. It’s just that…my mother and I...we weren't close. Then Paula's letter came out of the blue. I intended to sell my shares to Paula, but I ended up staying. I still can't quite wrap my head around it..." I trail off, not sure how to explain the mixture of grief and guilt that keeps me away.



"It’s okay," she says, reaching to cover my hand with hers. "I understand."



Her touch sends a thrill down my spine. I have to take deep breaths to calm down.



We sit in comfortable silence for a moment, watching Tony chase something through the grass—hopefully not another butterfly leading him astray.



"Can I ask you something?" I finally say. "Why did you and your father leave the rose farm? You told me your daddy was seeing my mom.”



Sadie's expression turns wistful. "Daddy asked Adrianna to marry him." She says it simply, but I hear the weight behind the words. "She said no.”



“Why?” I ask, my curiosity intensifies.



“Well,” Sadie continues. “Like I said, your mama was a kind lady, always putting others first, keeping her own dreams in check. She thought she was too old for Dylan, being in her mid-forties and all. She thought he deserved to be with a woman who could give him more children, though he didn't care about that.”



“I see,” I murmur, my chest tightening again. “That sounds just like her.”



“Yeah. After the rejection, it got awkward, so we moved back to Texas and started our own place."



I process this new information about my mother. Needless to say, I didn’t know any of this—a marriage proposal, a life she might have had. "Why?" I murmur, more to myself than to Sadie. “Why did she have to run away from happiness? Would’ve been so nice if —”



“Yes, it would have been nice if she’d simply said yes,” Sadie whispers. I remember her saying that she felt a stronger bond with Adrianna compared to the other two mothers in her life.



And suddenly, unexpectedly, tears are pressing at the back of my eyes. I blink rapidly, turning slightly away, but Sadie notices. She doesn't speak, just places a hand on my back, a simple touch that somehow conveys perfect understanding. The gesture feels both intimate and familiar, like we've known each other much longer than we actually have.



After a moment, I clear my throat and stand up, needing to regain my composure. "I should get back to the processing shed. Aria's probably wondering where I disappeared to."



Sadie stands too, brushing grass from her jeans. "Of course. We've kept you long enough."



"Tony," I call, "I've got to go help Aria with the flowers. You be good for your mom, okay?"



He runs over, already dirty from head to toe in the way only children can manage after mere minutes of play. "Will you come see my dinosaurs next time? Mom got me new ones!"



"I'd like that," I say, meaning it.



As I prepare to leave, I remember something Paula mentioned. "Have you had a chance to check out Vine Valley Farm School? Paula said she recommended it to you."



Something flickers across Sadie's face—hesitation, maybe even fear—before she composes herself. "Not yet. I like keeping Tony with me for now."



"It's a great place," I press gently. "And safer than having him on the farm all day. Lots of hazards around here for little ones."



Sadie nods, but her smile seems forced. "You're right. I'll look into it this week."



I get the distinct impression there's something she's not saying, some reason beyond simple preference that makes her reluctant to send Tony to school. But it's not my place to push.



"No rush," I assure her. "Just a suggestion."



I intend to inquire if she's thought about my offer for her to move into the cottage, but I don't want to pressure her further. Sadie appears to be brave and strong, yet I can detect a vulnerability she seems to find difficult to hide.



As I walk back toward the processing shed, I find myself turning to look back once. Sadie is kneeling next to Tony, pointing at something in the soil, teaching him. The sight stirs something in me—a longing for something I can't quite name. Family, perhaps. Or simply connection.



Whatever it is, I know one thing for certain: I'll be finding more excuses to check on Sadie's seedlings in the days to come.
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I pace the gravel driveway, mentally rehearsing the handful of rose facts I've managed to memorize. The summer sun beats down on my neck, but I hardly notice it. "Welcome to Enchanting Roses, where we grow over a hundred varieties across our ten acres." My voice sounds stiff even in my head. I try again, softening my tone. A hundred varieties. Ten acres. Organic. Tended by hand. Founded by my mother, Adrianna. I repeat these fragments like a strange incantation, as if they might transform me from an ex-CPA into someone who actually belongs among these blooms.



Damn. Why did I agree to sub for Aria? Kaia can handle the tour by herself, can’t she? She does really need me. But then again, I miss the girl, and according to Aria, Kaia misses me, too. So, this is the perfect opportunity for us to get together, even if it’s just for work.



My watch reads 1:22 PM. Kaia should be here any minute with the tourists from her mother's vineyard. I tug at my collar, already damp with sweat that has nothing to do with the heat. Public speaking was never my strong suit, even during my accounting days when I'd give quarterly presentations. Those were facts and figures—concrete, unchangeable. These are living things with histories and peculiarities I'm still learning.



"Just welcome them and answer basic questions," Aria had said earlier, before she headed off to help Belle and Hazel with product orders. "Kaia will handle all the technical stuff. No one's going to quiz you on soil pH or whatever."



The assurance didn't help much. I know the basic numbers—the farm's acreage, how many varieties we grow, the rough annual yield—but the details of cultivation still elude me. What if someone asks about pruning techniques or disease management? What if they can tell I'm an imposter in this world of thorns and petals?



I take a deep breath, filling my lungs with the sweet, heavy air. This isn't a corporate presentation. These are tourists looking for a pleasant afternoon. They want stories, not spreadsheets.



The familiar hum of the golf cart draws my attention to the bend in the driveway where it appears, white with a hand-painted "Exotic Wines & Enchanting Roses Tours" logo on the side—Aria's handiwork.



Kaia sits at the wheel in a cream dress with sunflower patterns, her chestnut hair pulled back in a practical ponytail that still manages to catch the light. Behind her sit four tourists—a young couple pressed close together on one side, and an older couple looking politely interested on the other.



I raise my hand in greeting, and Kaia pulls the cart up beside me with automatic ease.



"Perfect timing," she calls out, her brown eyes sparkling with the enthusiasm she brings to every tour. "Hop in!"



I slide into the front passenger seat next to her, turning awkwardly to face the tourists who regard me with the mild curiosity of people on vacation.



"Everyone," Kaia announces with a flourish, "I'd like you to meet Gregory Taylor, co-owner of Enchanting Roses. This is his family's farm."



I twist further in my seat and offer a wave that feels stilted. "Welcome to Enchanting Roses. We're... we're glad to have you here."



The younger woman, wearing a wide-brimmed sun hat and oversized sunglasses, smiles broadly. "We've been looking forward to this part of the tour. The vineyard was amazing, but I've always loved roses."



Her partner, a man with carefully maintained stubble and expensive-looking shorts, nods politely beside her.



The older couple—the woman with silver-streaked hair and the man with deep laugh lines around his eyes—lean forward slightly. "Is it true this is the only rose farm in the valley?" the woman asks.



Before I can answer, Kaia puts the cart in motion, and we begin to roll down the path toward the main fields. "It absolutely is," she says, expertly navigating around a slight bend. "And that's where our story begins."



I settle back in my seat, grateful for Kaia's natural ability to take charge. The tension in my shoulders begins to ease as we bump along the path.



"Both Enchanting Roses and my mom's Exotic Wines were once part of a single property," Kaia explains, her voice carrying easily over the cart's electric hum. "Alex's Vineyard, founded by Gregory's grandfather nearly fifty years ago."



The tourist's attention shifts between Kaia and the passing scenery—rows of roses stretching out in organized blocks of color on one side, distant vineyards visible on the other.



"When Alex passed away," Kaia continues, "the land was divided between his children. Gregory's mother, Adrianna, had a different vision than her brothers. Where they saw grapes, she saw roses. She converted her inheritance into what you see today—the valley's only dedicated rose farm."



I watch the tourists' faces as they absorb this, seeing my family history reflected in their interested expressions. It's strange to hear it told this way, as a neat narrative with a beginning, middle, and ongoing end. The reality was messier, full of arguments and financial strain I'm still discovering through old papers and Paula's recollections.



Kaia slows the cart as we pass a particularly vibrant section of blossoms. "These are Enchanting Roses' signature variety," she says. “Twilight Glow, Adrianna, Gregory's mother developed it herself, crossbreeding for years until she got exactly the shade and fragrance she wanted."



I remain fixated on the flower well after Kaia finishes speaking. The rose captivated me instantly when I first laid eyes on it. Its petals display a rich bluish-purple hue, accented by a touch of orange at the core.



The younger woman leans dangerously far out of the cart to snap a photo. "They're gorgeous," she breathes.



Kaia's storytelling picks up pace as we continue, her hands occasionally leaving the wheel to gesture dramatically. "Now, maintaining a rose farm in this region isn't easy. After Adrianna passed, Paula Lovejoy—that's Gregory's business partner—kept things going through sheer determination."



As Kaia talks, I feel a surge of pride for Paula.The woman's stubbornness sometimes frustrates me, but I recognize it as the same quality that’s kept the farm alive.



"There were hard times," Kaia admits, throwing me a quick glance. "Including when my own mother, Odette, tried to convince Paula to sell to developers who wanted to build a resort."



The older man's eyebrows shoot up. "Your mother wanted to shut this place down?"



Kaia laughs, somehow making even this potentially awkward moment feel like part of a grand adventure. "Her intentions were sincere: to ensure the farm's survival. Mom is a businesswoman through and through. She saw financial opportunities where Paula and Adrianna saw heritage. That's what makes our valley unique—we have visionaries of both kinds."



She slows the cart near a small hill that offers a panoramic view of the property. "The farm was actually on the verge of closing for good last year," she says, her voice dropping dramatically. "Until Gregory here made the ultimate sacrifice."



All eyes turn to me, and I feel heat rising in my cheeks.



"He quit his successful career as a CPA on the East Coast," Kaia announces, "left his whole life behind, and moved across the country to save his mother's legacy. Without him, these roses might all be condos by now."



The older woman makes a soft sound of appreciation. "That's quite a commitment to family history," she says, looking at me with newfound respect.



"What made you do it?" asks the younger man, speaking for the first time. "That's a big career change."



I turn fully in my seat, finding the words coming more easily than I expected. "Honestly, it wasn't entirely selfless. I fell in love with this place the moment I set foot on it." The truth of this statement surprises me even as I say it. "There's something about working with living things, seeing the seasons change, watching something you've tended burst into bloom... it's different from balancing books."



"Still," the older man says, "not everyone would make that leap."



We begin moving again, and I find myself voluntarily pointing out features as we pass. "That barn was originally built by my grandfather. We've converted half of it to a workshop where we make rose-based products—rosewater, soaps, bath salts, even dried rose petals for cooking."



"Do you miss your old life?" the younger woman asks, leaning forward.



I consider this for a moment. "Sometimes I miss the certainty of it. Numbers always add up the same way. Roses are more unpredictable." The guests nod and murmur in agreement. I don't intend to come across as philosophical, but the words just flow out naturally. "But I don't miss the fluorescent lights or being inside all day. And my spreadsheet skills still come in handy for inventory."



The cart rounds another bend, and Kaia announces, "We've reached my favorite part of the tour. This is our visitor field, where you can actually walk among the roses, take photos, and even cut a few to take home."



She parks the cart near a wooden archway covered in climbing roses. The field beyond is specifically planted for visitors—sturdy varieties arranged in picturesque patterns, with wide paths between them.



"Each group gets one of these," Kaia says, reaching behind her seat to retrieve four small baskets, each containing garden shears and gloves. "Gregory, would you mind explaining the proper cutting technique?"



What? For a moment, I feel a flash of panic.
 Shit. I’m just an imposter—not a real farme
 r. But then I meet Kaia’s trustful eyes. She’s counting on me. I can’t let her down. Besides, I’m
 not
 an imposter. I’ve been practicing this for weeks. I
 am
 a real farmer. I grab one of the baskets and step out of the cart.



"The most important thing," I say, slipping on the gloves, "is to protect your hands. Even the friendliest roses have thorns." I approach a nearby bush heavy with crimson blooms. "When you cut, you want to go at an angle, about a quarter-inch above a leaf node—that's where the leaves attach to the stem."



I demonstrate, feeling the satisfying snip as the shears close around the stem. "This encourages new growth. And if you're going to put these in water later, cut them a bit longer than you think you need."



The tourists gather around, nodding appreciatively. The older couple asks about how long the flowers will last once cut, and I find myself answering without hesitation, drawing on conversations I've overheard between Paula and Belle.



The younger woman points to a neighboring bush with enormous white blooms. "What variety is this one? I've never seen roses so large."



"That's a Heritage Grand," I reply, surprising myself with my certainty. "They're known for their size and that slight vanilla scent. They make excellent focal points in arrangements."



After gently reminding the tourist to pick only in the designated area, we leave them alone. As the tourists disperse to explore the field, carefully cutting selected blooms to add to their baskets, I catch Kaia watching me with an amused expression.



"What?" I ask.



"For someone who was panicking about this tour an hour ago, you sound like you've been farming roses your whole life," she says.



I look down at the gloves on my hands, the rich soil beneath my feet, the perfect rose I just cut. "It feels that way sometimes," I admit. "Like I've been here longer than I actually have."



For the next half hour, I move between the tourists, answering questions and offering suggestions. I point out the differences between tea roses and floribundas, explain why certain varieties have more fragrance than others, and even share the story of how Belle discovered that our soil's unique mineral content gives our roses their exceptional keeping quality.



When it's time for the tourists to return to the vineyard, the tourists' baskets are full of carefully selected blooms, and their phones are loaded with photographs. The younger woman shows me a selfie she took with a particularly vibrant yellow rose.



"This is definitely going on Instagram," she says. "What's your farm's handle? I want to tag you."



"@EnchantingRosesCA," I reply without hesitation. Another fact I've absorbed without realizing it.



As we load back into the cart, the older man claps me on the shoulder. "You've got a special place here," he says. "I can see why you left the accounting world behind."



I nod, my throat suddenly tight with an emotion I can't quite name. Pride, maybe. Or belonging. As Kaia starts driving us back toward the main road, I look out over the fields of roses—my mother's legacy, Paula's labor, and now, somehow, my home.



My hands are no longer numb with anxiety, but warm with purpose. Watching the tourists admire their freshly cut roses and hearing their amazement at the place I now co-own fills me with pride in my new life. The cart halts in front of the farm, and Kaia looks at me, saying, "Thanks for joining me, Greg," while giving my arm a squeeze. "You're welcome to come along anytime."



Although I'm supposed to get off here, I hesitate. I've thoroughly enjoyed the tour. "You know what?" I say. "I'll go to the vineyard with you and say hi to your mother."



"Really?" she beams. "That would be great."








CHAPTER 4
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The visitors shuffle off toward the château with their freshly cut roses, the scent trailing behind them like invisible tails. Kaia waves goodbye, the sunflowers looking especially bright in the late afternoon light. I stand beside her, watching the white château with its steep slate roofs rise before us like something from a European postcard, out of place yet somehow perfectly at home among the vineyards.



"Thanks for coming! Tell your friends about us!" Kaia calls after them, her professional voice dissolving into a more relaxed tone as they disappear through the ornate front doors. She turns to me, tucking a strand of honey-brown hair behind her ear. "You said you wanted to say hi to my mom?"



"Yes I do," I say. "Where do you think she is?"



We both scan the property, our eyes moving across the manicured lawn to the patio where the tasting room opens onto a view of the hills. And then I see her—Odette's dark wavy hair unmistakable even from this distance. But it's the man she's speaking with that makes my stomach drop.



"Shit," I mutter, recognition hitting me like cold water.



"What's wrong?" Kaia asks, following my gaze.



"That's—that's Charles," I say, the name tasting bitter on my tongue. "I met him in Philadelphia, at the Pennmark Hotel restaurant when your mother was there for the wine expo."



Kaia freezes, her body going rigid. "Charles? My—"



"Yeah." I touch her elbow gently. "Maybe this isn't a good time after all."



"Let's get out of here," she agrees, but we've hesitated too long.



Charles spots us, his conversation with Odette abruptly ending as he starts walking in our direction with determined strides. Odette follows, her face a mask of controlled concern.



Kaia quickens her pace, but Charles calls out, "Kaia! Please, wait."



She stops but keeps her eyes fixed on the ground, her shoulders hunched slightly forward as if bracing for impact. I step closer to her, instinctively protective.



Charles reaches us, his expensive shirt and polished appearance doing nothing to hide the desperation in his eyes. He glances at me with unmistakable hostility before turning his attention back to Kaia.



"What do you want?" Kaia asks, her voice smaller than I've ever heard it.



"I just wanted to say hi," Charles says, his smile forced.



"Okay. Hi. Now you've said it." Her words come out clipped and cold.



Charles clears his throat. "There's one more thing. I'd like to throw you a party for your twentieth birthday next month. Something special."



"Thanks, but that isn't necessary," Kaia says, finally looking up, her eyes hard.



"Please," Charles persists. "Let me do this for you. Give me a chance. I'm your dad."



The word 'dad' seems to break something loose in Kaia. Tears fill her eyes, making them shine in the afternoon light. "Just because you're responsible for my birth doesn't mean you're my dad," she says, her voice trembling but strong. "Throwing me a birthday party won't change anything. You abandoned my mother and me when we needed you most. She was helpless when she came to this country with a baby. If it weren't for Paula and Adrianna, we wouldn't have survived."



Charles's face falls. "Kaia, I've apologized—"



"I don't want your apology," she cuts him off, tears now streaming down her face. Before anyone can say another word, she turns and runs, her dress fluttering behind her as she disappears past the rows of grapevines toward the distant hills.



I start to follow, but Odette's hand on my arm stops me.



"Just let her be alone for a while," she says softly, then turns to Charles, her posture straightening. "I think you should leave."



Charles stands his ground. "Odette—"



"No," she says firmly. "I appreciate what you've done to help with the vineyard's distribution, but this is and will only ever be business between us. You need to give up on your dream of reuniting with your daughter. You've lost that chance."



Charles clenches his fists, the knuckles turning white before he exhales and visibly deflates. "Very well. Thank you for making it clear."



He walks to his car parked on the roadside without looking back. The engine starts with an expensive purr, and then he's gone, leaving only dust.



I stroke Odette's back gently. "Are you alright?"



"I'm fine," she says, but her voice wavers. "It's Kaia I'm worried about. She hates me for asking Charles for help with the vineyard. Says I'm spineless." Odette looks at me, vulnerability in her dark eyes. "Maybe she's right."



"No," I say firmly, turning her to face me. "You're the least spineless person I know, Odette. You've done what you had to do to save this place. It takes courage to ask for help, especially from someone who hurt you so deeply."



A small smile turns up the corners of her mouth. "Thank you, Gregory." She squeezes my hand, then glances in the direction Kaia disappeared. "Will you please find her? See if she's okay? I'd go myself, but we're short-staffed at the tasting room."



"But I don't know where she is," I admit.



Odette points toward the hills. "She's likely by the meadow behind the hill. It's a private spot—she goes there whenever she needs to be alone." She gives me quick directions. "I'll come as soon as the last customers leave."



I nod and set off, following the path that Kaia took, feeling the warmth of the late afternoon sun on my back and an uncomfortable heat in my chest that I recognize as anger toward Charles, mixed with worry for Kaia.







The meadow spreads before me like a secret, hidden behind the hill just where Odette said it would be. A gentle breeze stirs the tall grass, and the late afternoon sun turns everything golden. I don't see Kaia at first, then catch movement by the creek that cuts along the edge, half-hidden by drooping willow branches. She's standing ankle-deep in the water, bent low with intense concentration, the hem of her dress almost touching the surface.



"What are you doing, Kaia?" I call out, stepping closer.



She whips around, finger pressed to her lips. "Shh! You scared away my fish." Her eyes are still red-rimmed from crying, but there's a different energy about her now—something lighter.



"Sorry," I whisper, hanging back and watching her return to whatever she was doing. She bends again, hands hovering just above the water's surface, completely focused.



"Don't just stand there," she says without looking up. "Come join me."



I hesitate, glancing at my shoes and pants, but her smile when she turns to look at me breaks down any resistance. I kick off my shoes, roll up my pant legs, and step into the creek. The water is cool against my skin, small pebbles shifting under my feet.



Now I can see what's captured her attention—the creek is alive with tiny fish darting between our ankles, their backs shimmering in the sunlight.



"Three-spined sticklebacks," Kaia explains, slowly lowering her hands into the water. “We’ve got a lot of them here.”



She lunges suddenly, letting out a squeal as a fish slips through her fingers. "Almost!" She tries again, and again, each failure making her laugh harder. It's infectious, and soon I'm joining in this ridiculous game, feeling my worries wash away with the current.



I dip my hands into the water, surprised by how quick the little creatures are. When one darts between my fingers, I feel a sharp prick.



"Careful of their spines," Kaia warns, too late.



I don't mind the sting. Seeing her laugh is worth it. After several failed attempts, I finally trap one between my palms, lifting it just above the water.



"You got one!" Kaia bounces over, splashing water everywhere. She peers at the tiny fish, its body glistening with iridescent blue and green. After a brief moment of triumph, I lower my hands and release it back into the creek.



We wade out of the water and collapse onto the soft grass of the meadow, breathless and damp. I wrap an arm around her shoulders.



"That was fun," I say, pulling her close.



"It is." She leans into me. "Louis used to take me here when I was little. He'd bring a picnic, and we'd spend hours looking for fish and frogs."



"He sounds like a terrific father,” I say, curious about the man who'd earned such devotion.



Kaia's face softens. "The best daddy in the world. He'd read me stories every night, even when he was exhausted from working the vineyard. Odette used to complain that he spoiled me rotten."



She falls silent, and I wait, sensing there's more. The meadow around us is quiet except for the bubbling creek and occasional birdsong.



"Why won't you give Charles a chance?" I finally ask, my thumb gently stroking her shoulder.



She stiffens slightly, then relaxes with a sigh. "Because I already had a dad. Louis was my father in every way that matters. I don't want..." She pauses, searching for words. "I don't want anyone replacing what that word means to me. Dad is Louis. Not Charles."



The simple truth of her answer touches something deep in me. I pull her closer and press my lips to the top of her head. "You're a very good girl, Kaia."



She turns to face me, her eyes meeting mine before she leans in and kisses me. What begins as comfort quickly deepens into something more urgent. Her lips part, inviting me in, and I taste the sweetness of her mouth as she shifts to sit on my lap.



The V-neck of her wrap dress dips low, revealing the beginning curve of her breasts. I run my fingertips along the edge, feeling her shiver under my touch. My lips follow the path of my fingers, trailing down her neck to the exposed skin.



"I've missed you," she whispers, reaching for the string at her waist.



With a gentle tug, the knot comes undone, and her dress falls open. I draw in a sharp breath at the sight of her tan breasts, half-hidden behind a yellow bra, the fabric a bright contrast against her skin.



"You're beautiful, Kaia," I murmur, leaning forward to press my lips against the swell of her breast. She moans softly, squirming on my lap as her hands find the zipper of my pants.



I hesitate, glancing around the otherwise empty meadow. "Are you sure?"



"No one comes here," she assures me. "It's private."



The certainty in her voice convinces me. I nod, and she smiles, easing down my zipper and freeing me from my boxers. The cool air is quickly replaced by the warmth of her hand as she strokes me.



Her eyes turn dreamy, focused on what she's doing. "I missed this," she says softly. "Aria and I tried using dildos on each other, pretending they were you, but we couldn't fool ourselves."



A groan escapes me at the image her words create—the two girls together, pleasure-seeking and thinking of me. The thought makes me harder in her hand.



I lie back on the grass, watching as she lowers her head, taking me into her mouth. Her technique is still developing, a bit clumsy but enthusiastic, and the sight of her honey-brown hair falling around her face as she moves is almost enough to undo me.



I reach for her, unhooking her bra with fingers that tremble slightly. Her breasts spill free, full with large, dark nipples that harden as I brush my thumbs across them. She moans around me, the vibration sending pulses of pleasure up my spine.



Her eyes meet mine, dark with desire, and I know what she wants.



"Let go," I tell her, gently pulling free from her mouth. "Ride me."



She grins, helping me shimmy my pants down further before standing to remove her dress completely. Her panties follow, revealing the trimmed patch of hair between her legs. The late afternoon sun bathes her naked body in golden light as she straddles me, guiding me to her entrance.



We both moan as she sinks down, taking me inside her warm, silky channel. The sensation is overwhelming—tight, wet heat enveloping me inch by inch until she's seated fully on my lap.



"God, Kaia," I breathe, my hands moving to her hips.



She begins to move, rising and falling in a pace that has us both gasping. Her honey-brown hair cascades down her shoulders, shimmering in the sunlight with each movement.



Her breasts sway gently with each rolling motion of her hips, full and perfect. I reach up to cup them, running my thumbs over her hardened tips, and her rhythm falters for a moment as she arches into my touch.



"Greg," she pants, her movements becoming more urgent. "It feels so good."



I thrust up to meet her, driving deeper into her warmth. Her inner muscles clench around me, drawing me further in with each movement. Sweat beads on her skin, making her glow in the fading light.



"Touch yourself," I urge her, wanting to see her come apart.



She slips a hand between us, finding that sensitive spot and circling it as she continues to ride me. Her eyes flutter closed, her mouth opening in silent pleasure as she works herself toward release.



The sight of her—head thrown back, pleasure transforming her features—pushes me closer to the edge. I grip her hips tighter, helping her move faster, deeper.



I slide my hands down from her breasts to her waist, then around to grip her ass, helping guide her movements. The flesh is firm yet yielding under my fingers, and she rewards my touch with a whimper of pleasure. Her pace increases, her breathing growing more ragged.



"Wait," I murmur against her lips. "I don’t want to finish yet."



She pauses, looking down at me with curiosity dancing in those striking brown eyes. Without disconnecting our bodies, I carefully sit up, remove my shirt and lay it on the grass before rolling us over. The position gives me more control, lets me see her face fully as I begin to move within her.



"Do you like it?" I ask, bracing my weight on my forearms.



Her answer is to wrap her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper. "Of course, Greg. It’s perfect,” she says as she gazes at me with dreamy eyes, hands splaying across my chest. “You look like a Greek god. I love it.”



I start with slow, measured thrusts, watching her reactions carefully. Her eyes flutter closed, her lips parting on a silent moan. Her hands roam my back, fingers pressing into my muscles when I hit a particularly sensitive spot inside her. The sounds she makes—soft gasps, quiet moans, my name whispered like a prayer—drive me wild.



The sunlight plays across her skin, highlighting the beads of sweat forming along her collarbone. I dip my head to taste them, trailing my lips along the graceful curve of her neck. She tastes of salt and something unmistakabl
 y
 Kaia—something I'm quickly becoming addicted to.



"Harder," she breathes into my ear, her nails lightly scraping down my back. "Please, Greg."



I comply, increasing both speed and force, driving into her with more purpose. My shirt beneath us shifts with our movements, bunching up in places. I feel her legs tighten around me, her heels digging into my lower back as she tries to pull me even closer.



"Like this?" I ask, though I can tell from her reactions that I'm doing exactly what she wants.



"Yes," she hisses, her head tipping back, exposing the elegant line of her throat. "Just like that."



I'm entranced by the sight of her—the way her breasts bounce with each thrust, how her stomach muscles tense, the flush that spreads across her chest and up her neck. She's uninhibited in her pleasure, and it's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.



Our bodies move together in perfect synchronicity, as if we've been lovers for years instead of having just discovered each other. I can feel the tension building, that familiar tightening at the base of my spine that signals I won't last much longer. But I want her to come first, want to see her fall apart beneath me.



I shift my angle slightly, pushing deeper while using one hand to tease her most sensitive spot. Her reaction is immediate—a sharp gasp, her back arching off the blanket, her fingers clutching at my shoulders.



"Greg," she moans, her voice thick with desire. "I'm close."



"I know," I whisper, continuing the dual stimulation. "Let go, Kaia. I want to see you."



She shakes her head, eyes still closed. "Together. I want us to come together."



The request nearly pushes me over the edge right then, but I manage to hold back, focusing on bringing her to that precipice with me. I increase my pace, my thrusts becoming less controlled as my own pleasure builds. The sounds of our bodies meeting, skin against skin, mingle with the ambient noises of the meadow—the creek's gentle flow, birds singing in the distance, the whisper of the breeze through the grass.



Kaia's breathing becomes more erratic, her moans louder and more frequent. I feel her inner muscles begin to flutter around me, a telltale sign of her approaching climax. My own control is hanging by a thread, my movements becoming desperate as I chase our shared release.



"Now," I groan, feeling the first waves of my orgasm building. "Come for me now, Kaia."



Her eyes fly open, locking with mine as her body tenses beneath me. For a moment, we're frozen in that perfect connection—her brown eyes wide and vulnerable, her lips parted in a silent cry. Then she's coming apart, her inner walls pulsing around me as she calls my name. The sight and feel of her pleasure triggers my own, and I bury myself deep within her as my release overtakes me, wave after intense wave of ecstasy washing through my body.



Time seems to stop as we cling to each other, our bodies shuddering with aftershocks. I manage to keep most of my weight off her, but we remain connected, neither of us willing to break the intimate bond just yet. Her hands move lazily up and down my back, her touch gentler now but no less affecting.



Eventually, I roll to the side, bringing her with me so we're facing each other on the blanket. Her cheeks are flushed, her hair a tangled mess, her eyes heavy-lidded with satisfaction. She's never looked more beautiful.



"Wow, that was incredible.." she says with a satisfied smile.



"Yeah," I agree, understanding completely. I tuck a strand of her toffee-brown hair behind her ear, letting my fingers linger on her cheek. "It was."



We lie there in comfortable silence for a while, our breathing gradually returning to normal. The creek continues its eternal journey beside us, the water gurgling over rocks in a soothing melody. A few birds dart overhead, unconcerned with our presence in their domain. The meadow feels magical somehow, as if it exists in a pocket dimension separate from the rest of the world.



"This was my special place with my dad," Kaia says softly, her fingers tracing abstract patterns on my chest. "I never thought I'd share it with anyone else."



I kiss her forehead, honored by the implication. "Thank you for bringing me here."



“You’re welcome.” She snuggles closer, her body fitting against mine like a puzzle piece finally finding its match. Her skin is cooling in the afternoon air, raising goosebumps along her arms. I drape my shirt over us, creating a cocoon of paradise I don’t ever want to leave.
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I shield my eyes against the August sun as we trudge up the hillside behind the farmhouse. Sweat trickles down my spine, but it's not just the heat making my skin prickle with anticipation. This stretch of land—five acres of untapped potential that my grandfather once abandoned—might finally have a purpose. Paula walks ahead, her blonde hair gathered into a ponytail, while Odette trails behind us with Mr. Vaughn, their voices a constant murmur of possibilities and projections. The consultant keeps nodding, scribbling notes, his eyes scanning the terrain like he's already seeing the resort we've only dreamed about.



"This is it," Paula announces, stopping at the crest of the hill. Her blue eyes sparkle with an intensity I've come to recognize as her visionary look. She sweeps her arm in a wide arc. "From here to that line of trees—all of it unused for generations."



Mr. Vaughn—a thin man with rectangular glasses and a tablet he clutches like a security blanket—nods appreciatively. "The elevation is perfect. Not too steep for construction, but high enough to offer those views." He points toward the valley, where vineyards stretch in neat rows, a patchwork of deep greens against the golden California hills.



"And the hot springs are located...?" he asks, glancing between us.



"There's a main one near that outcropping," I say, pointing to a rocky area about fifty yards away, "and several smaller ones scattered throughout. We've marked them all with those red flags."



Odette steps forward, her dark hair sliding over her shoulders as she leans toward the consultant. "The mineral composition is what makes them special," she says. Her French accent becomes more pronounced when she's excited, something I’ve noticed for a while. "My vineyard next door has similar springs, but not as many."



I observe Paula and Odette as they share a look. I recall the journey of the resort project, which was originally Odette's concept. This had sparked some resentment from Paula, but ultimately, everything turned out fine. The two women frequently discuss the resort, imagining its future whenever they meet. A few nights ago at the kitchen table, they spread out paper and mapped it all—buildings, roads, gardens, and names for every suite, like they already existed.



"My grandfather believed these springs were bad luck," I say, recalling Paula's explanation from months ago. "According to family lore, he tried for years to grow grapes here, but every harvest failed. Eventually, he declared the water was 'cursed' and abandoned this section entirely."



Mr. Vaughn looks up from his tablet, eyebrows raised. "Cursed?"



Odette laughs. "Louis said his dad was the kind of man who knocked on wood, avoided ladders, and swore by the signs. What we now know is that the mineral content likely affected the soil pH in ways that weren't great for Sangiovese grapes. But what's bad for wine can be perfect for wellness tourism."



"Which is why my uncle didn't want this parcel when the property was divided," I continue. "He took the prime grape-growing land, and my mother inherited this 'problem area.' Little did anyone know it might turn out to be the most valuable part of the property."



Paula nods, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "Sometimes what looks like a curse is just a blessing waiting for the right moment."



Mr. Vaughn crouches down, removing a small vial from his messenger bag. "Well, I've reviewed the preliminary water analysis you sent, and I brought some testing equipment to confirm." He approaches the nearest hot spring—a steaming pool about the size of a small hot tub, ringed with mineral deposits that form crusty white patterns against the dark rock.



We gather around as he collects a sample, the water clear but carrying a faint sulfuric scent that tickles my nostrils. He adds a few drops from another bottle, swirls it, and watches as the liquid turns a pale blue.



"Just as I suspected," he says, satisfaction evident in his voice. "The mineral composition is remarkably similar to what you'd find in places like Baden-Baden or Bath. The combination of sulfur, magnesium, and calcium is particularly sought after." He stands, brushing dirt from his knees. "People pay premium rates for access to therapeutic waters like these. Natural hot springs with this profile are increasingly rare."



Paula clasps her hands together, the gesture uncharacteristically girlish for a woman who typically exudes such strength and composure. "I knew it," she says. "I told you, Greg."



Odette's smile is more measured, but I can see the calculations happening behind her shrewd brown eyes. As owner of Exotic Wines vineyard next door, she understands better than anyone the value of unique selling propositions in the competitive California tourism market.



"And the location," Mr. Vaughn continues, turning to take in the panoramic view, "is exceptional. You're elevated enough for these stunning vistas of both properties and the valley beyond, yet the surrounding tree line creates a natural barrier that makes it feel secluded. That's a rare combination."



A wave of pride and hope washes over me. To be honest, Paula and I have had our doubts about the resort project, though we're both ready to take a chance. Odette, however, has been resolute and has been driving us forward. I'm grateful for her business acumen.



"The proximity to both your existing operations is another advantage," Mr. Vaughn says, tapping notes into his tablet. "Rose tours, floral workshops from Enchanting Roses, wine tasting from Exotic Wines. It's the kind of integrated experience modern luxury travelers seek out."



Paula moves to stand beside me, her arm brushing mine—a familiar touch that still sends a current through me. We’ve grown close in every way these past months, bound not just by the farm and this project, but by the life growing inside her. With the plans unfolding in front of us, there’s a new weight to it all—a shared dream taking shape, not just for us, but for the family we’re about to become.



"I can already see it," Paula says softly, her voice meant only for me despite Odette standing nearby. "Couples getting married in a rose garden, honeymooning in cottages with private hot springs, dining on food grown right here." Her eyes meet mine, hold for a beat too long. "It's perfect."



Odette clears her throat, stepping into our shared space with the precision of someone used to commanding attention. "Let's discuss infrastructure," she says, all business now. "Roads, drainage, utilities—these are not small considerations in a project of this scope."



Mr. Vaughn nods, seemingly relieved to turn to practical matters. "You'll need to create an access road that minimizes disruption to existing farm operations," he says, gesturing toward the main property. "Based on my preliminary survey, I'd suggest coming in from the northeast side, where that dirt track is currently located."



I nod, already having considered this. "We'd need to widen it, obviously, but that approach makes sense. It would keep resort traffic away from the main farm and production areas."



"What about electricity and water lines?" Paula asks, shading her eyes against the sun. Her practical nature—the same determination that's kept Enchanting Roses afloat despite challenges—comes to the fore.



"Extension of current systems is the most cost-effective approach," Mr. Vaughn replies. "Though with the hot springs, you'll have unique plumbing requirements for the spa facilities." He pauses, considering. "Have you thought about sustainability features? They add to upfront costs but pay dividends in both operational savings and marketing appeal."



"What kind of features?" Odette asks, her interest clearly piqued.



"Solar panels integrated into the rooftops would be a natural fit in this climate," he suggests. "And given your location, rainwater collection systems could supplement your water needs for landscaping—especially important for the wedding garden you mentioned."



Paula's eyes light up. "I love that idea. Marketing ourselves as an eco-friendly luxury destination aligns perfectly with the farm's existing values."



"Absolutely," Odette agrees, surprising me with her enthusiasm. "My European clients are increasingly concerned with sustainability. It's no longer a nice-to-have; it's expected at this price point."



The consultant looks pleased with their response. "Let's move on to the blueprint considerations. You mentioned this parcel is about five acres?"



"That's right," I confirm. "Technically, it could accommodate up to fifty houses if we were developing it as a residential subdivision."



"But that's not what we want," Paula interjects quickly. "This isn't about maximum density; it's about creating an exclusive experience."



Mr. Vaughn nods approvingly. "Smart approach. What were you thinking in terms of unit count?"



Odette steps forward, taking charge in a way that might have irritated Paula under different circumstances. "We've discussed ten to fifteen, and no more than twenty units total. A mix of cabins and cottages, with perhaps a few luxury suites for honeymoons or special occasions."



"Each unit should have its own private hot tub," Paula says, pulling the sketch she created with Odette from her purse to show the consultant. "And we'd need a central spa and wellness center built around the largest of the hot springs."



"The restaurant would be here," Odette says, walking a few paces to a flat area with the best view. "Farm-to-table concept, featuring produce from nearby farms, and wine pairings from Exotic Wines. Small enough to feel exclusive—maybe forty seats total—but designed to serve both overnight guests and day visitors."



I watch them tag-team the explanation, noting how they complement each other despite their complicated history. Paula brings warmth and vision, while Odette adds precision and business acumen. It's a powerful combination.



Mr. Vaughn makes notes, occasionally looking up to scan the landscape as if mentally placing each element we describe. "And the wedding venue?" he asks.



Paula's face softens. "That's the centerpiece," she says, her voice taking on a dreamy quality I rarely hear from this practical woman. "A rose garden in the center of the property, with varieties I've been cultivating for years. And a pavilion for the ceremonies themselves, positioned to frame that view of the valley."



"We could host up to thirty weddings a year," Odette adds, bringing specificity to Paula's vision. "Small, exclusive events with comprehensive packages that include accommodations, dining, spa services, and of course, wine."



Mr. Vaughn whistles low. "At the price point we're discussing, that's a substantial revenue stream."



A thrill runs through me as everything starts to come together. This is no longer just an idle fantasy—it's a concrete business plan unfolding right in front of me. Initially, when I chose to retain my shares in Enchanting Roses, my aim was merely to preserve the farm. I never foresaw myself getting so deeply involved, much less creating a luxury resort alongside two impressive women as partners.



"The initial investment is significant," I acknowledge, thinking of the financial models we've been refining. "But the projected return—"



"Is exceptional," Mr. Vaughn finishes for me. "Especially considering the unique combination of assets you're bringing to the table." He looks up from his tablet. "I've worked on similar projects throughout California wine country, but this particular mix of elements—the hot springs, the flower farm, the vineyard connection—creates a unique value proposition."



Paula beams at this validation, and even Odette allows herself a satisfied smile. The three of us exchange glances, a moment of shared triumph that transcends the complexities of our relationships.



"There's one more thing," I say, remembering an idea that came to me last night. "What if we—"



The cheerful chirp of a phone interrupts my thoughts. Paula reaches into her pocket, frowning slightly at the screen.



"It's Sadie," she says, looking up with an apologetic expression. "Excuse me for a second."



I watch her press the button and answer the call. I wonder what it’s about.



"Sadie? What's—" Paula’s smile fades instantly, replaced by a frown that deepens with each passing second. "What happened? Are you alright?"



Odette and I exchange concerned glances as Paula's face drains of color.



"This is terrible, Sadie," she says, her voice dropping. She listens intently, nodding though Sadie can't see her. "Of course, you may leave. But are you sure you can drive?" Paula pauses. "Hold on a second."



She covers the phone with her hand and turns to me. "Greg, there's been an emergency. Someone tried to take Tony from school. The police have arrested the man, but Sadie's shaken up. Can you drive her to the school?"



"Of course," I say, instantly alert. "Is Tony okay?"



"He's fine, but Sadie shouldn't drive in her state."



I nod and start down the hill without hesitation. Behind me, I hear Paula telling Odette they'll have to continue the meeting another time.
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Five minutes later, I'm behind the wheel of Paula's sedan, pulling up to the farm's office. Sadie stands outside, holding a booster seat. Even from a distance, I can see the tension in her posture and the slight tremor in her hands as she clutches her purse.



When I step out to help her, I notice that her eyes are red-rimmed but dry, as if she's been holding back tears. "Are you alright?" I ask, aware that it's a silly question.



She nods stiffly, and her voice trembles as she speaks. "I just need to get to Tony."



Sadie deftly secures the booster seat without needing much help from me. Soon, I’m behind the wheel, pulling away from the farm and steering carefully down the winding road. "What exactly happened?" I ask, glancing at her as she sits stiffly in the passenger seat.



Her breath catches before she speaks. "Randy—my ex-husband—he just walked right into the school playground and grabbed Tony." Her voice breaks slightly. "Thank God the security guard was fast enough. Randy couldn't get away."



My hands tighten on the steering wheel. "The police have him?"



"Yes." She swallows hard. "He told them he was Tony's father, but he couldn't show any custody documents." A bitter laugh escapes her. "Because he doesn't have any. I have sole custody."



I reach over and take her hand, surprised at how cold her fingers feel despite the warm day. "Everything will be fine," I say, squeezing gently. "They arrested him. He can't hurt Tony now."



"Thank God," she whispers, squeezing my hand back before withdrawing hers.



I try to remain composed, yet internally, I'm wrestling with a blend of emotions. I'm concerned for the child and feel accountable for the situation. Paula suggested Vine Valley Farm School to Sadie, and I played a part in persuading Sadie to enroll Tony there.



The child has only been in the summer day camp for a week, and already, an unimaginable incident has happened. Even though my intentions are focused on the child's safety, I can't shake the feeling of responsibility for what occurred.



We drive in silence for a moment before my curiosity gets the better of me. "I didn't know Tony's dad was in California."



Sadie's laugh is hollow. "Neither did I. He's supposed to be in Texas." She shudders. "He must have found out where I am from my phone calls. He used to be a deputy in town, and still has friends on the force, you see. I wanted to change my number, but I haven’t had a chance to do so. And I didn’t think he would go such extremes."



I want to ask more, but we're pulling into the Vine Valley Farm School's driveway. The school is a charming collection of buildings arranged around a central garden, designed to look like an actual working farm with educational plots and small animal pens. Under different circumstances, it would seem idyllic. Today, with a police car still parked out front, it feels ominous.



Sadie's already unbuckling her seatbelt before I've fully stopped the car.







The school office smells of paper and the faint antiseptic tang that seems universal to educational institutions. A secretary with glasses perched on her nose looks up as we enter, her expression shifting from professional detachment to understanding when she sees Sadie's face. There's a small room off to the side where Tony sits with a woman that I assume is his teacher. The boy's sneakers dangle above the floor, his small legs swinging nervously until he spots his mother. Their reunion punches something in my chest—the way his little arms wrap around her neck, the sound she makes that's half-sob, half-laugh. I stand awkwardly by the door, feeling like an intruder but unable to look away.



"Baby, are you okay?" Sadie asks, her voice thick as she pulls back to examine his face. Her fingers brush his hair with a gentleness that makes my throat tighten. Tony nods, his small face solemn but unafraid.



"Daddy wanted to take me away," he says with the innocence of a child who doesn't fully understand the danger he was in. "Ms. Roberts held my hand real tight."



The teacher—Ms. Roberts, apparently—offers a tight smile. "He's been very brave."



A man emerges from an inner office, introducing himself as the principal. His shirt is crisp and his tie perfectly knotted, but the strain around his eyes betrays the day's disruption.



"Mrs. Wilson, we need to verify your custody arrangement," he says, not unkindly. "I understand you provided documentation during enrollment, but given today's incident—"



"Of course," Sadie interrupts, already reaching into her purse. Her fingers tremble slightly as she withdraws a plastic folder containing several official-looking documents. "I have the court order right here."



I watch as she efficiently locates the relevant paperwork, and it strikes me—she carries these documents everywhere because she has nowhere secure to leave them. The thought of her living out of a motel room, constantly prepared to prove her right to her own child, twists something inside me.



The principal reviews the papers, nodding. "Everything appears in order. The police are handling the situation with the individual who attempted to remove Tony from school grounds. It's your decision whether to press charges."



"What happens now?" I ask, stepping forward.



The principal glances at me, then back to Sadie. "The immediate threat has been contained. The man is in custody. However, we'd recommend reviewing your emergency contact list and perhaps implementing a password system for pickup."



We leave shortly after, Tony safely buckled into his car seat in the back of Paula's sedan. The boy's eyelids grow heavy before we've even left the school parking lot, the adrenaline crash taking its toll. Sadie sits beside me, her profile sharp against the passenger window, her breathing measured in a way that suggests deliberate control.



"Is there something else about Randy I should know?" I ask when the silence becomes too heavy.



She doesn't answer immediately. Her fingers twist together in her lap, knuckles white. Finally, she nods.



"The real reason I'm in California is to run from him," she admits, her voice so low I have to strain to hear it over the hum of the engine.



I’ve guessed it more or less, but having her confirm it still stirs sympathy in me. “I see,” I say. “What happened?”



"He was out of his mind, that's what happened," she says, brows furrowed. "I still can't wrap my head around it. Like I said, Randy was a deputy in town when we first met. I was eighteen then. We had our annual Bluebonnet Parade, and I was crowned queen that year. Randy was there makin’ sure things stayed orderly, and he set his sights on me right then and there. From that point on, he chased after me for years. To be honest, he was real charmin’ and attentive—everything a girl thinks she desires."



Sadie pauses for a long moment, as if trying to summon the strength to continue speaking. "The change happened the day after our wedding. It was like... like he'd been wearing a mask, and once he had the ring on my finger, he didn't need it anymore."



I keep my eyes on the road, afraid that if I look at her, she might stop talking.



"He wouldn't let me go out to meet with my friends. Wouldn't let me go anywhere alone. If we were out together and I so much as glanced at another man..." She swallows hard. "He'd call me terrible names, and when we got home, he'd—" Her voice breaks.



My mouth falls open, and I can't help glancing at her, searching her face for any sign that she's exaggerating. But the terror etched into her features is too raw, too real to be anything but truth.



"After Tony was born, it got worse," she says through sobs. "He would hit me in front of the child. And when Tony cried, he would lock him up in a room all by himself.” Sadie pauses to breathe and regain her composure.



I extend my hand to hers, offering her reassurance as I wrestle with my own shock and rage. How could someone behave so heartlessly toward their own wife and child? How could anyone be so harsh to such a kind woman and a lovely child?



"I'm really sorry, Sadie. You and Tony shouldn't have been treated like that. I'm relieved you're not with him anymore," I say gently.



“Thank you, me too, although it hasn’t been easy,” Sadie says, wiping her tears. “He did everything he could to mess up the divorce—losin’ paperwork, intimidatin’ my lawyer, usin’ his connections to drag things out. But I finally got out. Got the divorce and full custody.”



She takes a breath, steadying herself. “I tried gettin’ a restrainin’ order, but it didn’t stick—his buddies on the force had his back. I reckon the judge didn’t wanna stir the pot.”



Her eyes harden a bit. “Still, I documented everythin’. I put the domestic violence in the divorce papers—pictures, text messages, even a statement from our neighbor. That’s what kicked off the internal investigation. That’s what got him fired.”



Her voice drops, low and even. “He’s been bitter ever since. Kept tryin’ to take our boy, callin’ me unstable, unfit—anything to turn the court against me.”



Sadie pauses again, and I squeeze her hand to channel my support. She takes a deep breath and continues, “When Paula inquired if I was interested in the job, it felt like a blessing from above. I packed what I could and just... left."



An uncomfortable silence fills the car as I digest this. I think about how reluctant Sadie was to enroll Tony in school, how she seemed to flinch at the simplest questions about her past. My stomach churns with guilt for pushing her.



"I shouldn't have encouraged you to send Tony to school," I say finally. "I didn't understand."



Sadie shakes her head. "You couldn't have known. You were right about Tony needing school. And you were right about the school being safe. They protected my son."



We fall silent as Tony's gentle snores fill the car. When I speak again, my voice is firm with a conviction that surprises even me.



"I won't let him hurt you or Tony," I say. "We'll press charges, get a restraining order here in California. If Randy and his connection illegally track you down, then they will have to face consequences."



Sadie doesn't respond, but I see her shoulders relax slightly.







The motel where Sadie and Tony have been staying appears ahead—a single-story building with peeling paint and a flickering vacancy sign. Even from the parking lot, I can see the worn carpet through open doorways and the sagging beds. My stomach clenches at the thought of Sadie and Tony living here, especially now that I know they're being hunted.



After Sadie puts Tony down for a nap on one of the twin beds, she rejoins me near the door, her arms wrapped around herself like she's cold despite the summer heat.



"You can't stay here," I say without preamble.



"It's all I can afford right now," she replies, not meeting my eyes.



"That's not what I mean." I step closer, keeping my voice low. "Randy might be in cuffs now, but that doesn't mean he's out of the picture. He found you once—he could do it again. This place has no security. The locks look like they'd give way if someone sneezed too hard."



She laughs, but there's no humor in it. "What am I supposed to do? I can't go back to Texas."



"Move into the cottage," I say. "The one on the rose farm. You lived there before, and Paula and I both wanted you to move in there again, remember?"



Her eyes flick up to mine, wary. "I can't impose like that."



"It's not imposing. Like I said, the cottage is vacant at the moment. Paula is fond of you and Tony, and my mother would also be thrilled to have you return to her home."



I can see her weakening, her practical nature warring with her pride. "I don't know..."



"I do." I take a chance and rest my hands on her shoulders. "Tony deserves a real home with a yard to play in, not..." I gesture around the dingy motel room. "And you deserve to feel safe."



Her eyes fill with tears, and she blinks rapidly. "Paula is a lucky woman," she whispers, and the way she looks at me makes my pulse quicken. Before I can respond, she rises on her tiptoes and presses a kiss to my cheek, her lips warm against my skin.



"Thank you," she says, stepping back.



I clear my throat. "We should go now. Today. Right away."



Her eyebrows rise. "Now?"



"I'm not leaving you here another night. Not knowing what I know now." I move to her small suitcase, still half-packed on a luggage stand. "I'll help you pack. We can get Tony's things together without waking him."



She watches me for a long moment, then nods, wiping at her eyes. "Okay."














CHAPTER 7



[image: ]















I fold one of Sadie's blouses with more care than I've ever given my own clothes, smoothing the wrinkles with my palm before placing it in the half-filled suitcase. Tony sleeps peacefully on the motel bed, his blond hair splayed across the pillow, his small chest rising and falling in the deep rhythm of childhood dreams. Across from me, Sadie works silently, her movements efficient yet somehow graceful, even in this mundane task. The afternoon sun slants through cheap curtains, catching dust motes and painting her in hazy gold light. Something shifts in my chest when she glances up and catches me watching her.



"You don't have to fold everything," she whispers, mindful of Tony. "We can just stuff it all in. It's not like I own anything fancy."



"I don't mind." My voice comes out softer than intended. I pick up a pair of jeans and fold them along the seams. "Besides, I would never forgive myself if I brought you home with wrinkled clothes."



Sadie smiles at that—a genuine smile that reaches her eyes. It's been rare since I met her, and something about it makes me want to keep folding her clothes forever, just to maintain this fragile peace.



As I fold Tony's small shirts and tuck them into the suitcase, Sadie moves around the room, gathering toiletries and checking drawers. Something protective and fierce unfurls in my chest—a feeling I've never experienced before, not even with any of the ladies I’ve gotten so close to. This isn't just an attraction but something I'm not ready to name. Sadie feels like a long-lost family member to me at the moment, and it’s my duty to bring her back home.



The room suddenly feels cramped, the atmosphere thick with an unnamed tension. I clear my throat and shift my focus to the next item—a T-shirt with a faded blue design. I recognize the Texas state flower, which she mentioned she adored and was featured on the shirt I saw her wear twice. There are also a few other items in the suitcase that are adorned with this print: scarves, blankets, pillowcases... I chuckle to myself. She wasn't kidding when she said those flowers were her absolute favorite.



"Almost done," Sadie says, zipping up a smaller bag containing Tony's things. "I can't believe how quickly we're packing up our lives."



"You didn't unpack much to begin with," I point out, nodding toward the dresser where only the top drawer shows signs of use.



" I knew it was temporary." She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. "Never did feel right here. Just hadn’t found a decent apartment yet."



I watch her hands move—graceful yet strong, the nails cut short and practical. Farmer's hands.



When the last item is packed, I pull out my phone and text Paula:
 Sadie and Tony safe. Bringing them home now.
 I hesitate, then add:
 Getting them settled in the cottage.
 The response comes almost immediately: three heart emojis. Typical Paula—saying everything without saying anything at all.



"Let me get these to the car while you check out," I tell Sadie.



She nods and gently wakes Tony, who blinks groggily but stays half-asleep as she lifts him. His small arms wrap automatically around her neck, head lolling against her shoulder. Something about the sight of them—this small, makeshift family—tugs at me in places I wasn't aware could be tugged.



I carry the bags to Paula's car, arranging them carefully in the trunk. The California sun blazes warmly on my neck this afternoon, but I barely register it. My thoughts are consumed by Sadie—her quiet resilience, her courage in safeguarding Tony even when she was frightened, and her ability to remain cheerful in the flower field despite the lurking fear and the danger threatening her and her son's lives.



When Sadie emerges from the office, Tony is still drowsy against her shoulder. I open the back door and help her secure him in his booster seat. Our hands graze each other, and I feel a jolt that has nothing to do with static electricity and everything to do with the curve of her wrist, the softness of her skin.



I slide into the driver's seat as Sadie buckles herself in beside me. "Ready?"



She nods, her gray eyes meeting mine. "Ready."



The drive back to the farm passes in comfortable silence. Tony sleeps most of the way, but as we approach the familiar roads leading to Enchanting Roses, he stirs.



"Where we going?" he asks, voice thick with sleep. He rubs his eyes with small fists. "Momma?"



"We're going to the rose farm, sweetie," Sadie answers, turning in her seat.



His face scrunches in confusion. "For work?"



"No, honey." Sadie's voice wavers slightly. "We're going to live there for a while."



Tony's eyes widen, suddenly fully awake. "Really? At the farm? With the roses and the big house and everything?"



"Just the cottage, darlin'," she corrects him gently. "Mr. Gregory is letting us stay in the little house next to the big one."



"The cottage is the best part," I say, catching Tony's eye in the rearview mirror. "It has its own little garden and everything."



"Awesome!" Tony bounces in his seat, as if the events of the day—his father's attempted kidnapping, the police, all of it—never happened. The resilience of the child amazes me.



As we pull into the driveway, the scent of frying chicken wafts through the car's open windows. My stomach rumbles in response, and I realize I haven’t gotten a chance to eat my lunch.



"Smells like Belle and Aria are making their famous fried chicken," I say as I park beside the main house. "Paula must have put them to work as soon as I texted."



Sadie's face softens. "They didn't have to do that."



"Trust me, they wanted to. Nobody makes a production out of dinner like the Lovejoy women."



We unload the car, Tony now fully energized and darting around the driveway, pointing at everything as if seeing it for the first time. I lead them down the path to the cottage, where I still use as a makeshift office.



Paula meets us at the door, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun, flour dusting her apron. She doesn't say a word, just wraps Sadie in a firm embrace that speaks volumes. When they part, I see tears shining in both women's eyes.



"I tidied up a bit," Paula says, ushering us inside. "Fresh sheets on both beds, clean towels in the bathroom. I hope it'll do."



The cottage looks better than when I left it. Paula has cleared away my paperwork, arranged fresh roses in blue mason jars, and somehow made the place feel like a home rather than a temporary stopping place.



"It's perfect," Sadie whispers, tears now spilling freely down her cheeks. "I can't thank you enough, Paula."



Tony tugs at Sadie's hand. "Why are you crying, Momma? Are you sad?"



Sadie kneels down, bringing herself eye-level with her son. "No, sweetheart. Sometimes grown-ups cry when they're really happy. And I'm really, really happy to be back here."



"Me too!" Tony declares, then sniffs the air. "Is that chicken? I'm starving!"



We all laugh, the tension breaking. Paula wipes her hands on her apron and holds one out to Tony. "It sure is, young man. Belle and Aria are just finishing up. Why don't you come with me and we'll get you a plate? Let your momma and Gregory get your things settled."



Tony eagerly takes Paula's hand, but then looks back at Sadie, suddenly uncertain. After what happened at the school, I understand his hesitation to leave her side.



"It's okay, honey," Sadie assures him. "I'll be right here. Go get some dinner with Ms. Paula."



"Gregory still needs to clear his things from the closet anyway," Paula adds, with a pointed look in my direction. "You two get yourselves organized, then come up to the house. No rushing."



As they leave, Tony already chattering away about how much he loves fried chicken, Sadie and I are left alone in the cottage. The silence feels different now—more intimate, weighted with possibilities.



"Let's get you unpacked," I say, heading toward the bedroom with one of her suitcases.



The bedroom is small but comfortable, with a queen-sized bed and a window that overlooks a section of rose garden. Paula has placed a vase of pale pink roses on the nightstand—Peace roses, Sadie's favorite.



"I can't believe I'm back here," Sadie says softly, running her hand over the quilt. "It feels like yesterday I was a little girl, Ms. Adrianna tucking me to bed."



I can see the cozy picture in my head: my mother sitting by the bedside, holding Sadie’s hand. I can almost feel her warm touch, as if I were the child whose hand was being held, instead of Sadie. A strong emotion surges inside me, bringing a lump to my throat. I take a deep breath and push the thought away.



I open the closet to clear my things and make room for hers. "Did you live in the cottage the entire time when you were here on the farm?”



She nods, helping me remove a few shirts I'd left hanging. "Yes, for three years. From when I was six until almost eight."



I grab an armful of my office supplies from the small desk in the corner. "I don’t understand. You stayed here even after your dad and my mom became... involved?"



"Yes," she says, unzipping her suitcase and beginning to arrange her clothes in the now-empty drawers. "They were never big on conventional arrangements. My daddy and I stayed here, and Miss Adrianna kept her room in the main house. Sometimes she'd stay with us, sometimes Daddy would stay with her. It worked for them."



I pause, considering this. "That's longer than I've lived here. I was only in the cottage about a month."



Sadie's hands still over the drawer. "Those three years were the happiest and the most stable of my life, until..." She trails off, then continues more quietly. "Before we came here, life was uncertain. Daddy's vegetable farm in Texas was failing, Momma left to try her luck in California, then abandoned us altogether." She closes the drawer with a gentle push. "Living with Miss Adrianna felt safe. For years, I wished she'd married my daddy."



"Were you angry with him? For not making it work?" I ask, careful with my words.



"I was, for a while." She moves to hang a dress in the closet. "But it wasn't his fault. Your mother—she was independent, strong-willed. I think she never really got over her first marriage."



I nod, understanding. "I think the divorce made her cautious about marriage. And maybe she made the right choice—your dad found someone else eventually, right? Started a happy family?"



Sadie doesn't answer directly, just nods slightly, her eyes distant. And suddenly I understand something I hadn't before: Sadie and I are mirrors of each other. My father remarried quickly after the divorce, created a new family where I never quite fit. I suspect Sadie experienced something similar when her father moved on.



This realization hits me with unexpected force. All this time, I've been viewing her as Adrianna's almost-daughter, as a sister figure by extension. But we're more alike than different—two people shaped by the same kind of childhood wounds, searching for the same sense of belonging.



I stop unpacking and move toward her. Something has shifted inside me, a tectonic plate sliding into its proper place. I put my hands on her shoulders, feeling the delicate bones beneath my fingers. She looks up, her gray eyes questioning.



"This is your home now," I tell her, my voice coming out deeper than I intended. "For as long as you want to stay."



I mean the words to be reassuring, brotherly, but they come out charged with something else—a promise, an invitation, a confession. Sadie seems to hear it too; her eyes grow dreamy, tears brimming at the edges.



"I don't think I'll ever want to leave," she whispers. "It feels safe here. Warm."



A tear spills over, tracing a path down her cheek, and I brush it away with the back of my hand. The touch sends electricity through my fingertips. Instead of pulling away, I let my hand cup her face, my thumb tracing the curve of her cheekbone.



Time slows, suspends itself. We're balanced on the edge of something monumental, and I'm not sure which of us moves first, only that suddenly the space between us disappears.



My lips find hers, and the world recalibrates around this new axis. Her mouth is soft, yielding at first, then meeting mine with unexpected hunger. I taste salt from her tears, and sweetness that could only be her. My hands slide into her hair, cradling the back of her head as the kiss deepens.



She makes a small sound in the back of her throat, her hands finding my shoulders, then moving to my chest. I pull her closer, the heat between us building into something urgent and undeniable. Her body fits against mine like it was designed to be there, curves meeting angles in perfect symmetry.



The kiss turns molten, consuming. My hand traces the line of her spine, feeling her arch toward me. Her fingers tangle in my hair, nails grazing my scalp. There's no tentativeness now, no uncertainty—only fire and need and the stunning revelation that this feels not like a first kiss but a homecoming. Like we've been moving toward this moment since we first met, or perhaps since she and her dad came to the rose farm.



"Momma! Mr. Gregory!" Tony's voice calls from outside the cottage. "Dinner's ready! Aria says the chicken's getting cold!"



We break apart, both breathing heavily. Sadie's lips are reddened, her eyes wide and disoriented. I imagine I look similarly stunned. For a long moment, neither of us speaks.



"We should—" she starts.



"Yeah," I agree, stepping back, trying to gather my scattered thoughts. "We should head up."



But even as we move toward the door, something fundamental has changed. The air between us vibrates with possibility, with questions, with the certainty that whatever happens next, there's no going back to how things were before.










CHAPTER 8
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I watch Sadie and Paula move around the kitchen, their hands busy with dishes and leftovers. There's something oddly satisfying about seeing them work together—Paula's confident movements matched by Sadie's careful precision. As they chat about the meal and everyday matters, I feel a warm sense of satisfaction growing within me. This improvised family arrangement shouldn't work this well, but somehow, it does.



Since the ladies decline my help in the kitchen, I return to the living room, where Belle, Aria, and Tony have spread out on the carpet, playing a game.



"Okay, Aria’s turn!" Tony shouts excitedly. His small hand clutches a green marker like it's a magic wand. The girls have created an improvised whiteboard using a large sketchpad. Aria is laughing, her copper hair falling across her face as she scrolls through her phone.



"We're playing 'Farm Pictionary,'" Belle explains to me, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. "We take turns giving Tony farm-related words, and he has to draw them. Then the other person guesses."



"I made up most of the words with the help of a random word-generator," Aria says, looking up from her phone. "Some are kind of impossible, but it's funnier that way. Ooh, I like that one.”



She leans in and whispers something in Tony’s ear.



Tony's face scrunches in concentration as he listens to Aria. His gray eyes—so much like Sadie's—widen, then narrow with determination. The marker squeaks against the paper as he begins to draw what might be a circle with sticks coming out of it.



"Is it... a tumbleweed?" I guess, leaning forward.



Aria snorts. "On a rose farm? Try again, Greg."



Tony adds more lines, his tongue poking out from between his lips.



"A hedgehog?" Belle ventures.



"No!" Tony jumps up and down, marker still clutched tight. "It's a rose bush! With thorns!"



I tilt my head. The squiggly circle does have spikes coming out of it. "I see it now. Those are some mighty thorns you've drawn there, buddy."



"Mommy says rose thorns protect the flowers," Tony explains, his voice serious. "Like how the police protected me from my dad."



The room goes quiet. The marker squeaks as Tony adds more details to his drawing, oblivious to the uncomfortable silence he's created. I catch Belle's eye, and she gives a small, sad smile.



"That's right," I say finally. "Roses need protection sometimes. We all do."



Belle ruffles Tony's hair. "My turn to pick a word for you."



The game continues, Tony's drawings becoming more elaborate—a tractor that looks like a shoe box with wheels, a chicken that resembles a lumpy snowman with a beak. We're halfway through guessing what might be either a watering can or a teapot when Sadie emerges from the kitchen.



"Time for bed, sugar," she announces, her soft accent warming the words.



Tony's lower lip juts out. "Five more minutes? Please, Mommy?"



"Not tonight, honey. It's been a big day." Sadie's voice is gentle but firm. Her gray eyes meet mine briefly, and I see a flash of something—gratitude, maybe—before she looks away.



"Listen to your mom, Tony," I say. "The game will still be here tomorrow."



Tony sighs dramatically but caps his marker. "Promise we can play more?"



"Cross my heart," Belle says, making the gesture over her chest.



"And I'll think up even harder words," Aria adds with a wink.



Tony shuffles over to his mother, his small hand finding hers. "G'night, everybody," he says, suddenly shy.



"Night, little man," I reply.



We all watch as Sadie leads Tony out the front door, heading toward the cottage. The night swallows them quickly, but through the window, I can see the cottage lights flicker on, warm and welcoming.



Paula emerges from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She sinks down onto the couch with a soft exhale and reaches for the remote. "What a day," she murmurs, flicking through channels.



"Thank you," I say, looking at Paula and then at Belle and Aria. "For welcoming them like this. It means a lot."



Paula's face softens. "You did the right thing, helping her. Adrianna would've done the same."



The mention of my birth mother's name sends a familiar pang through me. I wonder what she would think of all this—of her farm now, of the family we've built here.



"Tony's adorable," Belle says, folding her long legs under her as she settles into an armchair. "It's like having the little brother we never got."



Aria nods enthusiastically. "Yeah, and Sadie knows all these cool things about flowers. Did you know she can tell what kind of soil a plant needs just by looking at the leaves? It's like a superpower."



"Thanks," I say again, feeling a warmth spread through my chest. "It means a lot, having you all on board."



Belle and Aria exchange a glance. "Well," Belle says, standing, "we're heading to the hot spring. Coming, Aria?"



"Right behind you." Aria stretches and follows her sister. "Don't wait up!"



The front door closes behind them, leaving Paula and me alone. She's found what she was looking for—the Netflix documentary "Babies" that I've been working my way through all week. The episode focuses on a baby's developing brain, how they process faces and voices. I find myself leaning forward, fascinated by the brain scans lighting up as infants recognize their parents.



Paula's head drops against my shoulder, her body warm against mine. I wrap one arm around her waist, my other hand resting gently on the small swell of her belly. It's still early—just past the first trimester—but knowing our child is growing there fills me with a primal satisfaction.



A soft chuckle breaks my concentration. Paula isn't watching the screen but is instead gazing up at me, her blue eyes crinkling at the corners.



"What's wrong?" I ask.



"Nothing's wrong." She places her hand over mine on her belly. "I just love how serious you are about all this baby stuff. You're going to be an amazing father."



I glance at the screen, where a scientist is explaining neural pathways. "Is this boring you? We can watch something else."



"No, keep watching." But she snuggles closer, her restlessness evident in the way she shifts against me.



My attention drifts from the documentary as Paula guides my hand upward until it cups her breast. I can't help the groan that escapes me. Her breasts have grown faster than her belly, the nipples taut beneath her bra. Since her pregnancy, her sexual appetite has doubled—we've been making love every night, sometimes twice, and she still looks at me with hunger in her eyes.



I turn to her, taking in her flushed cheeks and bright eyes. "What do you want?" I ask, my voice rougher than intended.



Her lips curve into a smile that's pure temptation. "I want my baby's daddy," she murmurs, her tone dropping to something sultry and private.



Leaving the TV on, I push her cotton dress off her shoulders and unhook her bra with seasoned fingers. Her breast fills my hand, heavy and warm. I lower my mouth to it, taking it between my lips and sucking gently. Paula's eyes darken like a storm rolling in.



"Yes, Daddy," she whispers, her fingers threading through my hair. "Yes, more, please."



Grunting, I move to her other breast, lavishing it with the same attention while her breathing quickens. Then I slide to my knees on the floor, spreading her legs apart. I pull her panties down her thighs, revealing the slick evidence of her desire. Her scent hits me, musky and sweet, and I lean in, my tongue finding her center with unerring accuracy.







Paula arches against my mouth, her fingers digging into my scalp. Her taste floods my senses—tart and sweet, like under-ripe blackberries. On the TV, a scientist continues droning about infant development, but all I can focus on is the way Paula's thighs tremble against my shoulders and the soft, broken sounds escaping her lips.



"Greg," she gasps, her hips lifting to meet my tongue. “I’m gonna come soon.”



I lift my head, taking in her flushed face and desperate eyes. "We should—maybe we should go upstairs. To our bedroom,” I say.



She shakes her head, blonde hair tumbling around her shoulders. "No, I can’t wait that long. The girls won't be back soon. And even if they are—" she pauses, a wicked smile crossing her lips, "—they're adults."



Without another word, Paula slips from the couch, shedding her clothes in a fluid motion that leaves her gloriously naked. She turns away from me and drops to her hands and knees on the carpet, looking back over her shoulder with an expression that makes my blood rush south.



"Well?" she prompts, arching her back to present herself more fully.



I don't need a second invitation. We've been favoring this position since I returned—it's safest for the baby, though we're still in the early days. I strip off my pants and boxers, kneel behind her, and run my hands over the soft expanse of her back, down to the generous curve of her hips.



Paula sighs as I tease her entrance with my fingers, gathering the evidence of her arousal to slick over my length. When I finally push into her, the sensation nearly undoes me—like sinking into warm silk, her body gripping mine with a perfect, pulsing pressure.



"God, Paula," I murmur, holding her hip with one hand while the other reaches around to cup her breast.



She whimpers softly as I begin to move, her voice barely audible over the TV documentary. There's something strangely erotic about making love while educational content about babies plays in the background—as if we're celebrating the very act that created our child, even as we learn about what comes after.



I establish a steady rhythm, watching the muscles in Paula's back flex and shift with each thrust. Her hair falls forward, exposing the vulnerable nape of her neck, and I lean down to press my lips there, tasting salt and the faint trace of her perfume.



We're lost in the sensations, the world narrowed to the points where our bodies connect, when a small gasp breaks through our private bubble. I freeze mid-thrust, looking up to see Sadie standing in the doorway between the kitchen and living room.



Her gray eyes are wide, her mouth forming a perfect 'O' of surprise. She stands motionless for a heartbeat, two, then her face flushes deep crimson.



"I'm so sorry," she stammers, turning away so quickly she nearly stumbles. "I just—the Wi-Fi password, but it can wait, obviously it can wait—"



"Sadie, wait—" Paula calls, but Sadie is already rushing toward the door.



"No, please, I'm sorry to interrupt. It's fine. I'll come back tomorrow. So sorry!" The front door closes behind her with a decisive click.



I remain still, still joined with Paula, the moment suspended in awkwardness. "Well, that was—"



"Don't worry about it," Paula says, pressing back against me as if encouraging me to continue. "Sadie won't mind."



"You think?" I ask, slowly resuming my movements.



Paula nods, her breath catching. "I know. You haven't noticed how she looks at you? How much she wants you?"



I pause again, remembering the kiss I shared with Sadie earlier today. It was brief but electric, a moment of connection that seemed to surprise us both. And just now, in that split second before embarrassment took over, I saw unmistakable longing in Sadie's eyes—her pupils dilated, her cheeks flushed, her lips parted.



And then another realization dawns on me—Paula knows about the attraction between Sadie and me, and yet she still welcomes her into our house. I lean down to kiss Paula's cheek. "Thank you," I murmur, gratitude welling up for this remarkable woman and her generosity.



"It's not hard," Paula replies, her voice breathy as I continue to move inside her. "I like Sadie. She's kind and great with flowers. Not to mention her beauty. I was actually going to invite her to join us, but she ran away too quickly."



“You’re so naughty,” I chide. But the thought of Sadie watching us—or better, joining us—sends a fresh surge of lust through me. I grip Paula's hips tighter and thrust deeper, my pace increasing. In my mind, I can see Sadie's gray eyes watching us, her expression hungry and uncertain all at once.



Paula moans louder as I drive into her, her inner walls clenching around me in that familiar way that signals she's close. The fantasy of Sadie observing our most intimate moments—perhaps learning from Paula, perhaps taking direction from me—pushes me toward the edge faster than I expected.



"Paula," I groan, feeling my control slipping.



"Yes," she gasps, pushing back to meet each thrust. "Yes, Greg, don't stop—"



Her body clamps down on me like a vise, her orgasm triggering my own. I empty myself into her with powerful pulses, my vision blurring at the edges as pleasure crashes through me. For a moment, I swear I can still feel Sadie's eyes on us, watching from somewhere in the shadows, her own desire building.



As reality slowly returns, the documentary continues playing, now showing infants learning to recognize their parents' faces. The contrast between the academic narration and what we've just done pulls a breathless laugh from me as I rest my forehead against Paula's back.



"What?" she asks, her voice lazy and satisfied.



"Nothing," I reply, pressing a kiss to her shoulder blade. "Just thinking about how life has a way of coming full circle."



She hums in agreement, the sound vibrating through her body to mine. We stay connected for another moment, savoring the closeness, before the practicalities of our position begin to make themselves known.



"My knees are killing me," Paula admits with a small laugh.



I carefully withdraw and help her to a sitting position, both of us reaching for our discarded clothes. Her hair is mussed, her cheeks still flushed, and I find myself struck anew by how beautiful she is—especially now, carrying our child, her body changing in subtle ways that only I would notice.



"I'm going to take a shower," she says, pulling her dress back over her head. She leans in to kiss me, her lips soft against mine. "You should go give Sadie that Wi-Fi password."



I nod, tucking myself back into my pants. "Did you mean what you said earlier, about Sadie?”



Paula's smile is knowing. "Of course I do. I've always thought life's too short for unnecessary limitations." She strokes my cheek. "And Sadie, she deserves so much more than that horrible ex-husband."



"As if I could," I reply, placing my hand briefly on her stomach.



She kisses me again, then heads for the stairs. I watch her go, feeling a complicated mix of desire, gratitude, and anticipation. The documentary continues playing, forgotten, as I button my shirt and prepare to visit the cottage where Sadie is undoubtedly still awake.











After Paula disappears upstairs, I step outside into the cool night air. My body still hums with the afterglow of sex, but something else pulls me toward the cottage—curiosity, desire, or maybe just the simple need to smooth over an awkward moment. The gravel path crunches under my feet, and moonlight splashes across the roses like spilled milk. This farm has always been a place where the unexpected blooms, but I never imagined it would nurture this particular kind of growth.



Light spills from the cottage windows in warm rectangles that stretch across the garden. Sadie must still be awake, perhaps replaying her accidental intrusion with the same mix of embarrassment and intrigue that I'm feeling. I reach the door and knock softly, conscious of Tony likely sleeping inside.



No answer comes. I wait, counting heartbeats, then knock again, a little firmer this time. Still nothing. Maybe she's purposely ignoring me, too mortified to face me so soon after what she witnessed. I start to turn away, thinking I'll try again tomorrow when the awkwardness has had time to dissipate, when I hear the latch turn.



The door swings open to reveal Sadie wrapped in a thin white bathrobe. Her hair hangs in damp ropes around her shoulders, drops of water still clinging to her skin like dew on morning petals. The robe clings to her curves where she hasn't dried herself completely.



"Sorry," she says. "I just finished showerin'. Heard the knockin' from the bathroom." She steps back, opening the door wider. "Come on in. Tony's already asleep."



I enter the cottage, struck by how different it looks with Sadie's presence. Just a few hours ago, it was an empty shell waiting to be filled. Now, small touches of her—a vase of wildflowers, Tony's drawings magnetized to the refrigerator, a knitted throw across the back of the couch—have transformed it into a home.



"I came to give you the Wi-Fi password," I explain, keeping my voice low.



"Oh, thank you. Let me get my phone." She disappears into what must be her bedroom, returning a moment later with her cell phone in hand.



As she taps the screen, preparing to enter the password, I notice the gap in her loosely tied bathrobe. The fabric parts just enough to reveal the inner curve of her breast, pale and full. My body responds immediately, cock stirring as if Paula hadn't drained me dry mere minutes ago. I force my eyes away, taking a deep breath that fills my lungs with the clean scent of her shower gel—something floral but not cloying.



"It's 'EnchantingRoses2007'," I tell her. "Capital E and R, no spaces, and the numbers at the end."



She enters it with quick taps of her thumbs, then nods as her phone connects. "Thank you," she says, setting the phone down on the small side table.



We stand in silence for a moment, the air between us charged with unspoken thoughts. Then she breaks first.



"I'm sorry again about earlier. I should've knocked or somethin'."



"No worries," I assure her. "Paula doesn't mind either."



Something flickers across Sadie's face—not surprise, exactly, but recognition. "Paula is... such a generous woman," she says carefully.



"Yes," I agree, holding her gaze. "She's willing to share."



The implication hangs in the air between us. “She does?” Sadie's cheeks flush pink immediately, the color spreading down her neck and disappearing beneath her robe. Her gray eyes darken like storm clouds gathering.



“What about you, Sadie?” I ask. I have no doubt that she has figured out my relationship with the other women around me. “Are you willing to share, with not just Paula, but the other ladies, as well?”



I observe her intently, searching for any signs of doubt, but all I find is excitement in her gaze. She nods, her lips curving into a smile. “I think so.”



My heart races with joy, but I pause to ensure she fully grasps the situation. "Are you certain, Sadie? This lifestyle is quite unconventional. Do you really want this kind of family, for yourself and for Tony?"



"Yes," Sadie whispers, her bright grey eyes meeting mine. "I want this, Greg. It's not unfamiliar to me. Honestly, my dad lives with both his wife and her sister, calling them both his wives, even though one isn’t official. I lived with them and their kids for many years, and we all got along, even if I sometimes felt like an outsider."



"I'm glad to hear that," I reply, smiling. This new information brings me even closer to her. "I'd love to meet your dad someday, Sadie," I add. I feel a connection to Dylan, not just because of his past with my mother, but also because we're on a similar path regarding family.



"He’d be excited to meet you too, Greg. I mentioned you to him over the phone, and he already likes you."



I take Sadie's hand in mine, her skin soft and warm against my palm. "I know this is a big step, but I promise I'll do everything I can to make you and Tony happy here."



She squeezes my hand gently. "I know you will, Greg. That's one of the things I admire most about you – how big your heart is, and how you always put your family first."



My heart swells at her words. I lean in slowly, watching her reaction, giving her time to pull away. Yet she remains still, continuing to stare at me as her chest rises and falls with heavy breaths. The air between us crackles with an undeniable energy. Then, as if pulled by an invisible thread, I step forward and draw her to me, my mouth finding hers with unerring accuracy.



She responds instantly, passionately, her body arching against mine. Her lips are soft and full, opening under mine with a small sigh that goes straight to my groin. I taste mint on her tongue and something else — a sweet memory, a soft summer rain, a secret I can’t name.



My hands explore her curves through the thin terrycloth, finding the generous swell of her breasts, the smooth expanse of her back, and the lush roundness of her backside. Her body is pliant and eager under my touch.



When I venture further and slip my hand between her thighs, I gasp: she's all warm and flooding already. I break from her lips to run my mouth along her jaw, her neck, breathing against her ear, "You're a naughty girl, aren't you?"



She trembles against me. "You can't blame me," she whispers back. "What I saw earlier was too hot. I made myself come twice in the shower just thinkin' about it."



The confession sends heat surging through me. I run my finger up and down her wet gash, teasing her folds, and then her swollen clit. When she begs for more, I push one finger inside her, swirling it in the wet heat, and her head falls back on a gasp.



I press her against the wall, my mouth returning to hers to swallow her moans as she rides my hand. My other hand slips inside her robe to tease her nipple, rolling the hard point between my fingers. She's responsive, almost too responsive, her body tightening around my finger with each stroke.



"Greg," she breathes against my lips. "I never thought... never imagined..."



I curl my finger inside her, finding the spot that makes her gasp, and press my thumb against her clit. Her whole body tenses, her inner walls clamping down on my finger as she comes with a sharp, loud sob.



I clap my free hand over her mouth, but it's too late.



"Mommy?" Tony's sleepy voice calls from the bedroom. "Is that you?"



Sadie's eyes fly open, panic replacing pleasure. "Yes, sugar," she calls back, her voice impressively steady. "I'll be right there."



We separate quickly, Sadie tugging her robe closed and finger-combing her damp hair. She looks thoroughly kissed, her lips swollen and her cheeks flushed. I know I should feel guilt, but all I feel is a hungry anticipation for next time—for when we won't be interrupted.



I press one more firm kiss to her lips. "We'll finish this another time," I murmur.



She nods, her eyes still dark with lingering desire. "I'm countin' on it," she whispers back.



I slip out the door as she heads toward the bedroom, the cool night air a shock against my heated skin. As I walk back to the farmhouse, I can't help smiling at the promise of what might happen next, now that Sadie is part of our family. Aria’s talk about “expanding my colony” echoes in my mind and I chuckle to myself. Damn. I wonder what she’ll say about it.
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It’s Saturday. Paula and I have returned from the fields while the girls are in the workshop filling orders. The mid-morning sun warms my skin as I lean against the wooden fence post, watching Tony chase a butterfly across the yard. A week has passed since Sadie and Tony joined our household. They've adjusted well and feel like they've always been a part of our family.



Just two days ago, they accompanied me to visit my mother's grave. Tony was brimming with curiosity about Adrianna, the granny he had often heard of but never met. As Sadie shared lively tales, it felt like I was also rediscovering my mother all over again.



Paula sits on the porch swing, her hand resting unconsciously on the small swell of her belly, while Sadie stands beside her, her hair rustled by the breeze. These quiet moments feel like photographs being taken—snapshots of a family coming together in unexpected ways.



"He's got so much energy," I say, smiling as Tony dives dramatically, missing the butterfly but rolling in the grass with delighted giggles.



Sadie's eyes follow her son, a gentle pride softening her features. "He’s been sleepin’ better this past week. Fewer nightmares.” Her accent wraps around the words like honey, making them sound sweeter than they are.



Paula rocks gently on the swing. "Children are resilient. He'll be alright with time."



"Thanks to y'all," Sadie says, then turns to me. "You know, watching you with him... you're going to be an awesome dad, Gregory."



Paula meets my eyes across the yard, her lips curving into that knowing smile I've come to cherish. "I have no doubt about that," she says, patting her barely-there bump. "This little one's got lucky."



The compliment warms me in places the sun can't reach. It's been two weeks since Sadie and Tony moved into the cottage on our property, two weeks of adjusting to a new rhythm on the farm. The memory of Randy trying to kidnap Tony from his school still flashes back sometimes, but it's fading, like an old photograph left in the sun.



"Any word from your lawyer?" Paula asks, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear.



Sadie nods, her gray eyes clearing. "The temporary restraining order is holding. Hearing's set for next month to make it permanent. If Randy violates it even once, he's looking at serious time." She exhales slowly. "DA says he could be facing several years, though all I want is for him to stay away from us."



"Good," I say, perhaps too forcefully. I've only known Tony for a short time, but the thought of anyone harming that little boy makes my blood simmer.



"I want to thank you both again," Sadie says, her voice dropping. "For taking us in, for making room in your lives. It's more than I could've hoped for."



Paula waves her hand dismissively. "That's what family does."



The word hangs in the air—family. It's something we're building here, piece by piece, person by person. Unexpected and unplanned, but somehow fitting.



"I think I'll take Tony back to the farm school next week," Sadie says, watching her son who's now examining a colony of ants with intense five-year-old focus. "He needs the routine, the other kids."



"Whenever you're ready," Paula says. "But there's no rush. He's welcome to follow me around the office."



Sadie shakes her head. "It's better for him to be with children his age. And with the restraining order... I'm not so worried now. I trust the school, especially after how they handled things."



Tony runs over, his small hands cupped together. "Greg, look! A roly-poly!"



I bend down, examining the pill bug in the boy’s palms with exaggerated wonder. “Wow, look how round it is,” I say. “A perfect ball.”



“Why does it roll into a ball?” Tony asks while flipping the bug in his palm.



"Because it's scared of you, buddy," I reply with a soft laugh.



"Why? I won't harm it."



“It doesn’t know, sweetie,” Sadie says. “Better let it go. It ain’t a toy.”



Tony sulks a bit but follows his mom's instructions, receiving compliments from the three of us adults. He beams and settles down next to Paula, who pulls the boy to her and stamps an affectionate kiss on his head.



A moment later, Sadie stands up. “I should probably check on that irrigation line in the flower plot. It’s still not distributing evenly.”



“Don’t sweat it,” Paula says. “I’ll get someone out to fix it.”



“Let me take a look first. The system might be clogged. That plot hasn't been used in a long time, right?” Sadie says.



I became curious. “Are you saying you know how to fix it?”



She shrugs with a shy smile. "My daddy had drip irrigation on his farm. Had similar problems all the time. I've seen him fix it—it's not too difficult."



“In that case, I’ll go with you,” I say. “Watch and learn, and perhaps lend a hand.”



“Sure,” Sadie says and turns to Paula. "Would you mind watching Tony for a bit?"



Paula smiles. "We'll be just fine. Won't we, cowboy?" she says to Tony, who nods enthusiastically.







In just over a month since Sadie took over the flower field, she has breathed life into what was once a barren wasteland, transforming it into a vibrant tapestry of color and fragrance. The Zinnias and Cosmos are flourishing with wild abandon, their vivid petals painting the landscape in a riot of hues. The air is thick with their sweet scent, reflecting the care and dedication Sadie has poured into her work. These flourishing blossoms have already graced Odette’s wedding venue twice, adding a touch of natural beauty to the celebrations.



Sadie and I kneel in the dirt, examining the irrigation control panel. She's rolled up the sleeves of her plaid shirt, revealing tanned forearms dusted with fine blonde hair.



"See, the water pressure looks normal at the source," she explains, pointing to the gauge. "But it's not making it down the lines evenly. Let's turn it on and see what happens."



I flip the switch, and we walk the length of the field together. Some emitters spray correctly, while others barely drip or don't release water at all.



"Just as I thought—clogged line," she says, kneeling to examine one of the pipes. Her shoulder rubs against mine as she leans forward, and I'm suddenly aware of her proximity, the faint scent of honeysuckle coming from her hair.



“How are you going to fix it?” I ask, my voice unexpectedly husky.



Even with the tensions between us, we never had the opportunity to conclude what began that night. I wanted to allow her some space after all she'd been through, giving her time to process everything. Although she has expressed her eagerness to join my unconventional relationship with the ladies, the last thing I want is for her to feel obliged to be with me out of gratitude.



Yet over the past few days, my feelings for Sadie have grown much stronger, despite my attempts to suppress them. She is utterly irresistible. On one side, her vulnerability because of her threatening ex-husband makes me want to shield her. On the other side, she demonstrates incredible strength and possesses remarkable farming skills. Her talent with flowers never fails to impress me.



"We'll need to check the filters first," Sadie replies, seemingly unaware of my flushed state. “And clean them.”



“Makes sense,” I say. We both reach for the main filter housing, and our fingers meet.



That brief contact sends a small current through my skin—not quite electricity, but something close, something alive.



"Sorry," Sadie murmurs, pulling back slightly, a flush coloring her cheeks.



"No worries," I reply, holding her gaze a moment longer than necessary.



We get into a flow, working side by side, checking filters and cleaning them, replacing the ones that are beyond saving. Sadie knows more than I expected, explaining each step like an expert.



"Now we need to flush the lines," she says, disconnecting emitters from the end of one row. "Stand back or—"



The warning comes too late. As she removes the last emitter, a jet of water sprays out, hitting me square in the chest. I gasp at the sudden cold, and then laugh as Sadie's eyes widen in dismay.



"Sorry! I tried to warn you!" she says, but she's laughing too.



“It’s okay,” I say, shaking the water from my shirt with a grin. "Let me help with the next one.”



I move closer to her, my shirt clinging to my skin.



As we work down the next row, I misjudge the water pressure and it shoots upward, drenching us both. Sadie yelps, water cascading down her face and soaking through her shirt.



"You did that on purpose!" she accuses, but she's smiling, her wet hair framing her face like spun silver.



"I wouldn't dare," I say, unable to keep the grin from my face.



By the time we've finished flushing all the lines and replacing the emitters, we're both soaked through. Water drips from Sadie's hair onto her shoulders, and her clothes cling to every curve. I try not to stare, but it's a losing battle.



"Well," she says, surveying our work as the system runs smoothly now, water distributing evenly through the plot. "We did it."



"We make a good team," I say, collecting the tools. "Let's get these back to the storage shed."



She nods, wringing water from her hair. Our eyes meet, and the air between us transforms—a recognition of what might come next, and neither of us looking away for a few seconds.







The storage shed door creaks as we step inside, carrying our waterlogged selves and muddy tools into the cool, dim space. I blink, taking in the unexpected transformation. What was once a jumbled mess of equipment and supplies has become an organized, almost welcoming space. Neat shelves line the walls, tools hang from labeled hooks, and bags of soil and fertilizer are stacked in orderly piles. The change is as striking as the way Sadie's wet shirt clings to her body, revealing curves that set my pulse racing.



"This place looks completely different," I say, peeling my soaked t-shirt away from my chest. "Last time I was here, I could barely walk through without tripping over something."



Sadie places the tools on a newly installed pegboard, each outline marked in chalk. "It took me days to clean it up. I threw out so much junk—broken handles, rusty parts, things that hadn't been used in years." Her wet hair sends rivulets down her neck, disappearing beneath her collar. "I divided everything by category—seeds, tools, fertilizers. Makes it easier to find what you need."



I pull my t-shirt over my head and wring it out, water splattering on the concrete floor. The air feels cool against my bare skin. When I look up, Sadie's eyes are on my chest, lingering for a moment before darting away.



"You made a little corner for yourself too," I observe, noticing the space in the far end of the shed. A colorful throw blanket covers what looks like a makeshift seat, with a small pillow and a few personal items arranged neatly nearby.



"My resting spot," she says, leading me over. "Sometimes I need a minute away from everything, you know? A place to sketch new planting layouts or just... breathe."



I follow her, conscious of the water dripping from my jeans and the way her clothes cling to her body. The fabric of her shirt has gone nearly transparent, showing the outline of her bra and the curves of her breasts. I can make out the darker circles of her hard points through the wet material, and my mouth goes dry despite all the water we've been playing in.



Sadie rummages through a small wooden crate and pulls out a clean bath towel. "Here," she says, offering it to me. "You're dripping everywhere."



"I'm fine. Almost dry already," I lie, but take the towel anyway. Instead of using it on myself, I step closer and gently dab at her face, wiping away the droplets clinging to her skin. "You're soaked through, though."



She shivers, but doesn't move away. Her gray eyes, the color of storm clouds, fix on mine as I carefully dry her hair, working the towel through the platinum strands. Her breathing changes, growing shallower.



"You should get out of these wet clothes," I say, my voice dropping to a near whisper. "You'll catch a cold."



Sadie swallows visibly, then nods. She turns and pushes the shed door closed, sliding the bolt into place with a decisive click that seems to echo in the suddenly charged atmosphere.



I stay where I am, watching as she fumbles with the buttons of her shirt. The wet fabric resists her fingers, clinging stubbornly.



"Let me help," I offer, closing the distance between us.



My fingers touch against hers as I take over, slowly unfastening each button. Her breathing quickens as I work my way down, revealing more of her pale skin with each movement. When the last button gives way, I push the shirt off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor with a wet slap.



Her bra is simple cotton, now nearly see-through from the water. Her breasts strain against the fabric, fuller than I'd imagined, rising and falling with each breath.



"This too?" I ask, my fingers hovering at the clasp between her breasts.



"Yes," she whispers, her voice barely audible.



I unfasten the clasp, and the bra falls away. My breath catches in my throat at the sight of her breasts—large, heavy, with pale pink nipples puckered from the cold or anticipation or both.



"You're beautiful," I tell her, my hands hovering just inches from her skin.



"You can touch them," she says, her Texan drawl thicker now, stretched thin over her desire.



I don't hesitate. My hands cup the weight of her breasts, feeling their fullness, their perfect heaviness filling my palms. Her skin is cool from the water but warms quickly under my touch. When I brush my thumbs across her hard points, she makes a small sound in the back of her throat that ignites something primal in me.



I lower my head and take one nipple into my mouth, sucking gently at first, then with more pressure as her responses guide me. Sadie's fingers tangle in my hair, holding me against her. I move to her other breast, teasing and tasting, while my hands slide down to the waistband of her shorts.



"Greg," she sighs, her voice charged with longing.



I sink to my knees before her, looking up to find her watching me with heavy-lidded eyes. Slowly, I unbutton her shorts and drag down the zipper. I press my mouth against the front of her panties, feeling the heat of her through the damp fabric. Sadie moans, her hips tilting forward, seeking more.



I hook my fingers into both her shorts and panties, peeling them down in one motion. They cling to her legs, and I help her step out of them, one foot at a time. Kneeling before her, I'm eye-level with the soft blonde curls between her thighs, lighter than spun gold.



"You're soaked here too," I murmur, running my fingers through the fine hair, "but not from the irrigation."



She laughs breathlessly, then gasps as my thumb finds and circles her clit. I lean forward and replace my thumb with my tongue, tasting her for the first time. A blend of salty, sweet, and tangy flavors floods my senses.



Her legs wobble, and I press her back against the wall for support, my hands gripping her thighs as I continue to explore her with my mouth. I find a pace that makes her breathing hitch, focusing there, learning what makes her fingers tighten in my hair and what draws those small, desperate sounds from her throat.



"Greg," she warns, her voice tight. "I'm going to—"



I double my efforts, sliding one hand up to cup her breast again while my tongue works faster. Her body tenses, thighs trembling against my shoulders, and then she's crying out, her release washing through her in waves I can feel against my mouth.



Before she can recover, I stand and lift her into my arms, carrying her to the corner where her throw blanket lies. I lay her down and position myself between her spread legs, my knees on the floor. I unbutton my jeans and free myself, painfully hard and ready.



I stroke myself along her wetness, coating my cock in her arousal. Sadie's breasts remain full and round even as she lies back, moving enticingly with each of her rapid breaths. I can't resist leaning forward to squeeze them, to feel their perfect weight in my hands again.



"Please," she whispers, reaching for me. “Inside me!”



I grunt softly as I position the head of my thick shaft at her entrance. And then I enter her slowly, watching her face as I push forward, filling her inch by inch. Her inner muscles grip me, hot and slick and perfect. Once I'm fully seated, I pause, giving us both a moment to adjust to the sensation.



As I begin to move, my eyes fall on the throw beneath her. In the dim light, I can make out embroidered flowers—small, blue, cup-shaped blooms.



"Bluebonnets," I say fondly. “They’re my favorite flowers now.”



Sadie's eyes, gray as rain clouds but warm with desire, lock with mine. I stroke her cheek, feeling a connection that goes beyond the physical joining of our bodies.



"My bluebonnet queen," I murmur, the endearment falling naturally from my lips.



Something changes in her expression—a deepening, a recognition—and she pulls me down for a kiss as I continue to thrust inside her. Our rhythm builds, her hips rising to meet mine, her breasts pressed against my chest. Her nails dig into my back, spurring me on.



I feel the tension building at the base of my spine, but I'm determined to bring her over the edge again before I let go. I shift my angle slightly, and she cries out, confirming I've found the spot I was seeking.



"That's it," I encourage, driving into her more forcefully now. "Come for me again, Sadie."



Her inner muscles clench around me as she peaks for the second time, her back arching off the blanket. The sight of her lost in pleasure combined with the pulsing grip of her body around my cock pushes me over the edge. I thrust deeply one final time and release inside her, pleasure radiating through every nerve ending.



For a long moment, we stay connected, breathing hard, my forehead resting against hers. The world has narrowed to just this—this woman, this moment, and this unexpected connection found in a storage shed surrounded by tools and flowers.










CHAPTER 10



[image: ]















The Sunday afternoon sun turns Odette's backyard into a golden postcard scene. Twenty candles throw tiny flames across the surface of a chocolate cake as we gather around the patio table. Kaia beams at the center of attention, her honey-brown hair rippling with a soft shine, while her mother Odette moves around with the easy grace of a hostess who knows exactly what she's doing. I stand next to Paula as we prepare plates of French pastries for everyone.



"Make a wish!" Aria calls out, her hair bouncing as she practically vibrates with excitement next to her best friend. The casual observer might miss how tightly she grips the back of Kaia's chair—these two have been inseparable since childhood.



Kaia closes her striking brown eyes, takes a deep breath, then blows out all twenty candles in one go. We all erupt in applause and cheers.



"To Kaia," I raise my champagne flute. "And to Enchanting Roses' best year ever."



Belle’s hazel eyes are bright with pride. "I still can't believe how well the workshops are doing. We’ve got enough orders to keep us busy for the rest of the year.” She speaks with modesty as if she isn’t aware of her dedication being the reason for the workshop’s success.



Hazel, sitting next to Belle, nods emphatically, her short black hair swinging. “We did it, Belle.”



“And don’t forget that the bouquet orders doubled last month,” Aria reminds us.



“Not to mention the farm tours are booked solid through November,” Odette adds.



Paula smiles and shakes her head slightly, her blonde waves brushing against my shoulder.



“That’s incredible! I still can’t believe people would drive from all over California just to see our roses.”



“I told you so!” Odette says smugly.



Paula rolls her eyes. “Yes, you did. And once again, thank you, my friend, for the suggestion,” she says, then glances around at everyone. “I want to thank all of you for your hard work.”



I pull her close for a kiss and remind her that she’s been the backbone of everything—especially the expansion of the farm operations.



We pass around Odette's exquisite spread of French finger foods—tiny quiches, delicate macarons, and savory gougères that dissolve on the tongue. Little Tony has chocolate frosting smeared across his cheeks as he concentrates on dissecting a particularly large piece of cake.



Aria suddenly stands, tapping her glass with a spoon. "Actually, I have an announcement too." Her green eyes sparkle with barely contained excitement. "Remember that rose gown I was working on? The one with the enormous rose in the center?"



"The one you created within a day, and finished with lots of
 passion
 ?" Kaia teases, wagging her eyebrows.



The allusion sends a jolt to my groin, reminding me of our threesome that night, where Aria insisted I make love to her while she wore that dress.



“Yup, that one,” Aria grins, her eyes lingering on me momentarily.



“What about it?” My interest piqued as I recall trying to convince her not to let her creation gather dust in her closet.



"I took Greg’s advice and submitted it to the Fabric of the Future contest two months ago." Aria pauses dramatically. "And I won!"



The table erupts again. Belle is the first to wrap her sister in a hug, followed quickly by Paula, who looks like she might burst with maternal pride.



"What's the prize?" I ask once the initial wave of congratulations subsides.



"They're making a fashion film about me and the design," Aria explains, words tumbling out breathlessly. "It's perfect for my portfolio—I can send it to fashion schools, share it online, maybe attract sponsors." She grins at me. "And we can sell the 'award-winning design' on our website."



"My sister, the fashion designer," Belle says, affection warming her typically reserved demeanor.



I catch Paula's gaze and see pride instead of uncertainty. The last time when we discussed Aria’s interest in fashion design, she regarded it as an unrealistic dream sparked by her father’s irresponsible influence.



Odette rises from her seat, champagne untouched. Her dark wavy hair frames a face that carries the satisfied look of someone with a delicious secret. "While we're making announcements..." She places a hand on her stomach while gazing at me across the table. "I'm pregnant."



There's a moment of stunned silence before the patio explodes with excited voices. My jaw hangs open as I take in the news. I glance at Paula again and see that she’s as stunned as I am. I feel a surge of joy so intense it's almost overwhelming. “When did you find out?” I ask Odette as I approach her.



“Just yesterday,” she says, smiling.



"I'm going to name the baby Philly," Odette continues over the commotion. "Because I'm fairly certain it was conceived during our Philadelphia trip."



Holy shit. That unforgettable, wild night. Memories of the incredible evening come back to me in flashes. We made love in my eighth-floor condo in Center City, right by the window, because Odette wanted to enjoy the view. She mentioned wanting to have my child... Well, she got what she wished for, as usual.



Paula reaches across the table to grasp Odette's hand. "Our babies will only be weeks apart!" Her blue eyes shine with maternal excitement. "I hope they're both boys this time—they'll be best friends growing up."



Sadie leans down to Tony, her ash blonde hair falling forward. “Sweetheart, guess what? You're gonna be a big brother!” she tells him in a gentle, excited voice.



Tony's grey eyes widen. "When? Tomorrow?"



Everyone laughs, the sound folding around us like a warm blanket.







As the dessert plates empty, the younger women exchange glances and announce they're heading for the pool. They disappear inside to change while Odette helps clean up, casting meaningful glances at Paula.



"We should go look at that spare room," Odette suggests. "Start planning your nursery."



Paula shakes her head, one hand resting on her still-flat stomach. "It's too soon, isn't it?"



"It's never too soon," Sadie interjects, resting a hand on Tony's platinum head. "Especially since you already know which room you want to use."



"We could discuss paint colors, and furniture arrangement," Odette adds.



I start to rise. "I'll come too—"



"Absolutely not!" Aria's voice cuts through as she emerges onto the patio in a barely-there red bikini that makes my throat go dry. Behind her, Hazel sports a black bikini that contrasts sharply with her fair skin. Belle and Kaia appear more modest in one-pieces—Belle's a deep blue that makes her hazel eyes pop, Kaia's a burnt orange that complements her olive skin.



"We need you for a pool game," Aria insists, grabbing my wrist.



Hazel nods vigorously. "Remember that chicken fight from two months ago? That was so fun."



I hesitate, looking at Paula, who simply smiles and waves me off.



"Go," Odette encourages. "We have enough opinions about baby rooms here."



As Paula, Odette, Sadie, and Tony head toward the front door, I find myself being pulled toward the pool by four beautiful young women. A small voice in my head warns me that the glint in Aria's eyes promises more than just a simple pool game.











The air changes the moment the other women leave. It's like someone adjusted a dial, turning the joyful afternoon gathering into something charged with potential. Aria twirls a strand of hair around her finger, exchanging a look with Kaia that makes me suspect "chicken fight" was never on today's agenda.



The water in Odette's pool catches the late afternoon sun, rippling with invitation, but I'm suddenly more aware of the four women surrounding me than I am of the cool relief the water promises.



"So, this chicken fight," I begin, but Aria cuts me off with a laugh that bubbles like champagne.



"Oh, we're not playing chicken fight," she says, her green eyes dancing with mischief. "We're playing wet t-shirt relay."



"I don't think I know that one," I admit, though the name alone sends blood rushing south.



Belle, usually the most reserved, surprises me by explaining. "Two teams, two rounds of swimming relay. But wearing wet t-shirts." Her hazel eyes hold mine with unexpected boldness.



"We'll do three rounds to decide the winner," Kaia adds, her birthday confidence evident in how she shifts her weight, drawing attention to the curves beneath her orange one-piece.



"And what's the prize?" I ask, my mouth suddenly dry.



Aria smirks. "The winner gets your cock."



My eyebrows shoot up. "All four of you want that as a prize?"



They nod in unison, and I can't suppress a chuckle. "Sounds like a fun game."



"To make it more exciting," Aria continues, her tone casual despite the weight of her suggestion, "no swimwear under the t-shirts."



The other women nod and exchange glances loaded with anticipation. Hazel's lips quirk into a half-smile. "More fun that way."



"That's just... that's going to be torture for me," I protest weakly, already knowing I'm outnumbered and outmaneuvered.



Aria's laughter rings out again. "That's kind of the point, Greg."



Before I can formulate a response, they begin to strip. It's not a coordinated striptease but something more natural and devastating for it. Belle turns her back, reaching for the clasp between her shoulder blades, letting her one-piece fall forward to reveal the elegant line of her spine. Kaia pulls her straps down slowly, her eyes never leaving mine as the orange fabric peels away from her smooth skin. Aria and Hazel simply untie their bikini tops, letting them fall to the deck with nonchalance.



My mouth goes dry as four beautiful women stand naked before me, each striking a playful pose. Belle cups her breasts, her smile shy despite her boldness. Hazel stretches her arms overhead, accentuating the curve of her waist. Aria strikes a model's pose, one hip jutting out provocatively. Kaia simply stands there, her birthday confidence allowing her to simply exist in her nakedness, the most powerful pose of all.



I swallow hard, trying to gather my thoughts. "Who, uh, who's starting?"



Aria and Hazel step forward, each grabbing a white t-shirt from a nearby chair. They dip them in the pool, the fabric becoming transparent as it soaks up water, then pull them on. The wet cotton clings to their bodies, outlining every curve, every peak.



"Ready, set, go!" I manage to call out.



They dive in gracefully, cutting through the water with powerful strokes. I can't help but notice how the wet shirts ride up as they swim, offering glimpses of their bodies beneath. They return to the edge, breathing hard, and strip the shirts off to pass to their teammates.



Kaia and Belle pull on the dripping shirts and dive in. I watch with fascination as they race back. Aria and Kaia finish first, and both women rush to me, pressing their wet bodies against me in a celebratory hug that soaks my shirt.



I groan at the feeling of their nipples pressing through the wet fabric, but I'm smiling. "One point to team Aria-Kaia."



The second round begins, and this time, Belle and Hazel surge ahead. When they win, they approach me differently – each plants a deliberate kiss on my lips, Hazel's aggressive and demanding, Belle's slower and more sensual.



"One all," I announce, my voice rough.



The third round is neck-and-neck, with all four women pushing themselves to the limit. They touch the edge of the pool simultaneously.



"It's a tie," I declare, as they climb out of the pool, breathing hard, water streaming down their bodies.



"We need another round," Aria insists, but I shake my head.



"I have a better idea," I say, finding my confidence. "All of you win."



Their faces light up as they surround me, eight hands reaching for my clothes. My shirt is peeled off, followed by my shorts and underwear, until I'm as naked as they are, my arousal evident and impossible to hide.



"Who's first?" I ask, though I already know the answer.



"Kaia," all four of us say in unison, and the birthday girl's smile widens.



"And then by age," I add. "Belle, then Hazel, then Aria."



Aria pouts briefly but nods her agreement.



Within moments, I find myself reclining on a plush pool lounger, surrounded by a quartet of feminine beauty so striking it seems to shimmer in the sunlight. Hazel and Aria kneel beside my thighs, their lips taking turns in a sensual dance around my erection, tongues dancing around each other as much as around me. Belle and Kaia position themselves by my head, their breasts hovering tantalizingly close to my face, like ripe fruits ready to be plucked.



I reach up, one hand cupping Belle's breast, the other Kaia's, drawing first one taut nipple then the other into my mouth. The taste of chlorine and sun-kissed skin mingles on my tongue, a cocktail of summer and desire, as soft moans escape their lips, a symphony of pleasure echoing in my ears.



"Birthday girl first," I remind them, my voice a low growl, and Kaia straddles me, lowering herself onto me with an exquisite slowness that makes my heart pound. Her eyes flutter closed, her lips part, a soft gasp escaping as she adjusts to the feeling of me inside her. Belle moves behind her, reaching around to stroke her breasts, her hands a stark contrast against Kaia's sun-warmed skin. Kaia begins to move, her hips undulating like waves on a shore.



Aria and Hazel do not wait for their turns idly. They turn to each other, hands exploring, mouths meeting in a passionate kiss that makes my pulse race even faster. The sight of them pleasuring each other while I focus on Kaia is almost too much, a sensory overload that threatens to drown me in pleasure.



When Kaia shudders through her climax, Belle is quick to take her place, switching to reverse cowgirl position, giving me a view of her back and the gentle curve of her spine, a landscape of smooth skin and subtle curves. Kaia joins Aria and Hazel, the three of them forming a triangle of wandering hands and lips, a living, breathing canvas of desire.



We rotate through positions like a well-rehearsed dance – Hazel demanding doggy style, her fingers gripping the edge of the lounger so tightly her knuckles turn white as I take her from behind; Aria climbing on top in a traditional cowgirl, her fiery hair falling around her face like a halo as she sets a frantic pace, her body glistening with sweat under the sun.



Throughout it all, I maintain control, thinking of baseball statistics and grocery lists to delay my own release. When all four women have had their turn, they arrange themselves in pairs again – Belle with Hazel, Aria with Kaia – pleasuring each other while watching me with lidded eyes, a final tableau of indulgence and satisfaction.



"It's Kaia's birthday," I remind them once more, beckoning the honey-haired beauty back to me with a playful grin. "I think she deserves the grand finale."



Kaia approaches with a radiant smile, her eyes sparkling in the soft afternoon light. She reclines gracefully, and I position myself between her welcoming thighs. The others gather around us, touching her, touching me, touching each other. The combined sensation of all their hands, all their encouragement, sends me over the edge, and I release with a groan that feels as if it has been summoned from the very core of my being.



Afterward, we collapse in a blissful tangle of limbs on the plush, sun-drenched deck. I lie on my back, utterly spent and deeply satisfied, with Kaia and Aria nestled against one side, while Belle and Hazel snuggle against the other. The late afternoon sun casts a golden glow, warming our cooling skin as we breathe in unison, none of us eager to disrupt the tranquil spell we've woven around Odette's shimmering pool.
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Five years later



The white chairs gleam in the morning sun, perfectly aligned in neat rows leading to the flower-adorned arch where two strangers will soon pledge their lives to each other. I straighten a slightly askew chair, a small adjustment in the grand scheme, but in the business of perfect days, details matter. Five years ago, I couldn't have imagined this—standing in a rose garden of my own creation, orchestrating moments that will live in someone else's memory forever.



"Greg, we have a situation with the mother of the bride." Kaia appears at my side, her olive skin flushed with exertion. Her brown hair is pulled back in a sleek bun, and her expanding belly—just beginning to show at three months—is hidden beneath the flowing lines of her dress. "She wants to add three more guests. I've already adjusted the seating chart, but the catering..."



I squeeze her shoulder gently. "I'll talk to Sadie. Don't worry."



Kaia's smile is brief but genuine, her striking brown eyes—so like her mother's—never stopping their scan of the pavilion. "Thanks. I need to check on the bride. She's having a minor meltdown about the bouquet ribbon color."



"Let me guess—the pink is too pink?"



"The pink isn't pink enough," she corrects, already moving toward the resort's main building. "Aria's handling it, but I should be there."



I watch her go, marveling at how effortlessly she navigates the emotional minefield of wedding planning. At twenty-four, she's grown into a confident woman who can charm even the most anxious bride while simultaneously tracking every moving part of an event.



Our resort sprawls across what was once unused hillside property adjacent to the farmhouse. From where I stand in the Rose Pavilion, I can see the entire layout—ten accommodations nestled among the natural contours of the land, each unit private yet connected by stone pathways that wind through carefully cultivated gardens. Seven cabins and five cottage suites, each with its own hot tub fed by the natural springs that bubble up from beneath the earth.



The resort's crown jewel—besides the rose garden where I now stand—is the spa and wellness center built around the largest hot spring. The air around it always carries the signature scent of our Petal Essence natural products, created in the farm's workshop under Belle's expert guidance. Just yesterday, I watched a group of women emerge from their treatments, faces glowing, moving with the loose-limbed ease that comes from being thoroughly pampered.



Near the entrance, the reception building houses our boutique shop, where visitors can purchase fresh bouquets, Petal Essence skincare, and Aria's increasingly popular rose-themed clothing line. Her designs—bold patterns of roses worked into everyday wear—have attracted attention beyond our little corner of wine country.



And then there's the café—a farm-to-table dream that Sadie has shaped into one of the area's hidden culinary gems. It sits adjacent to this pavilion, its outdoor seating area now prepared for the wedding reception, tables draped in cream linens and centered with arrangements of our finest blooms.



It took us three years to bring this place to life—from the initial sketches of Paula and Odette on our kitchen table to the grand opening two years ago. I still remember the moment we revealed the resort's name: Enchanting Roses Garden Resort. Not the most concise name, but one that captured everything we wanted to convey about the experience we were offering.



The resort has been operating for two years now, and it's been more successful than any of us dared hope. We opted for a minimalist approach and constructed only twelve units, even though there was enough room for twenty. Our boutique resort specializes in weddings, spa retreats, and culinary experiences—all centered around our roses.



"Earth to Greg," Paula's voice breaks through my reverie. Her blonde hair catches the sunlight as she approaches, clipboard in hand. At forty-three, she's as striking as the day I met her. "The bakery needs the final payment, and the DJ just arrived. Can you handle one while I take the other?"



This is how we work—Paula handling operations while I manage finances, but the lines between our roles blur as needed. "I'll take the DJ. Music setup needs to be verified anyway."



She nods, touches my arm briefly, and we separate to our tasks. This seamless coordination extends to every aspect of our business. While Paula and I manage the broader operations—she handling reservations and marketing, me watching the financial health of our enterprise—everyone plays essential roles.



Belle and Hazel have transformed our spa and wellness center into a destination in itself. Belle, now twenty-six, directs the treatment programs, developing new services that incorporate our rose products in innovative ways. Hazel, with her background in beauty and wellness, oversees the massage therapists and leads yoga sessions on the deck overlooking the valley. Both women still help with the rose product workshop, but their primary focus has shifted to creating experiences rather than products.



Aria and Kaia form our hospitality heart. At twenty-four, Aria has found her niche in event coordination and design. Her artistic eye gives our weddings and special events distinctive touches that guests remember long after they leave. Together with Kaia, they conduct rose tours which are separate from vineyard tours now, teach floral arrangement workshops, and transform our spaces for each new celebration.



Sadie, with Odette's culinary expertise backing her, has made our café famous for its inventive use of rose petals and rose water in unexpected dishes. Her farm-to-table philosophy means our menu changes with the seasons, highlighting whatever is freshest from neighboring farms. Her cooking classes fill up months in advance.



I head toward the reception building to meet the DJ, passing staff members who nod respectfully as I pass. Inside, I find Odette directing two servers on wine placement for the reception.



"The Cabernet needs to breathe," she says, her French accent still noticeable after all these years in California. "Open those bottles now." She spots me and raises an eyebrow. "The DJ is setting up in the corner. I've already shown him where the power outlets are."



"Thanks," I say, but she's already turned her attention back to the wine. Her vineyard, Exotic Wines, provides all our wedding packages with exclusive vintages—a partnership that benefits us both.



Odette continues to manage her wedding venue at the vineyard, but since the resort opened, our services have largely combined. The resort offers a superior experience and better amenities compared to the chateau. Odette isn't bothered by this at all; she has taken every opportunity to promote her wines and wine tasting tours while helping with the wedding services on the rose farm.



When I reach the DJ's setup area, I find Tony helping carry speakers. At ten years old, Sadie's son has become our unofficial assistant for anything that requires enthusiasm and energy—which is nearly everything in the hospitality business.



"Mom said I could help if I'm careful," he informs me solemnly.



"Good man," I say, tousling his blond hair. "Just don't connect anything electrical."



“Okay, Dad.”



I watch him work for a few minutes, my heart filled with pride. I love the boy so much sometimes I forget he isn’t my son by blood. Randy’s attempted abduction of the boy still haunts us sometimes, but it’s now a distant memory.



A month after the incident, Randy was formally charged with multiple felonies, including attempted kidnapping and assault. Facing a possible ten-year sentence, he accepted a plea deal offered by the prosecutor. Under the agreement, he received four years in state prison, a long-term restraining order, and agreed to have no contact with Sadie or Tony. He was also placed on probation following his release and ordered to complete mandatory therapy.







The next hour passes in a blur of final preparations. I check in with Aria, who's solved the ribbon crisis by hand-dyeing new ones to the bride's specifications. Belle and Hazel emerge from the spa where they've been treating the bridal party to pre-ceremony massages, their expertise evident in the relaxed smiles of the women following them.



"Everything's on schedule," Belle tells me, her hazel eyes bright with satisfaction. Her pregnancy—her second—is more advanced than Kaia's, the curve of her belly visible beneath her flowing dress. Beside her, Hazel's pregnancy is similarly evident, though she carries differently, all out front as she likes to joke.



As guests begin to arrive, we all slip into our wedding-day roles. Though each of us has our specialty, today we are whatever the moment requires—hosts, guides, problem-solvers. I watch my family work in concert, a synchronized dance we've perfected over years of building this life together.



Paula catches my eye across the pavilion and smiles—a private moment in the midst of public chaos. I return the smile, feeling a fullness in my chest that never gets old. From CPA to rose farmer to resort owner, my journey has been unexpected at every turn. But looking at what we've built together, I wouldn't change a single step.



The bride's father shakes my hand with the desperate gratitude of a man who's just survived financial drowning. "Everything is perfect," he whispers, though what he really means is "Thank God it's almost over." I nod understandingly as Paula smoothly guides him to his seat. We've become fluent in the language of wedding days—translating anxiety into efficiency, transforming cold feet into confident steps. As the string quartet begins the processional music, Paula returns to my side, and we take our position at the back of the pavilion, sentinels guarding the flow of someone else's perfect day.



"Flower girl's shoelace is untied," Paula murmurs, already moving toward the little girl in question. Her hands work quickly, fixing the problem before it becomes a pratfall memory in every wedding video. I marvel at how she notices these things—the tiny imperfections that threaten to cascade into larger issues.



The ceremony proceeds with the effortless flow we've refined over dozens of weddings. Aria stands near the front row, her fingers working a loose rose back into one of the aisle arrangements as the bridesmaids pass. Kaia hovers near the videographer, subtly directing his attention to each carefully planned moment. We operate like a silent film crew, invisible to the guests but essential to the production.



I take my place along the side wall, scanning for any hint of trouble. The caterers are preparing behind the scenes, the DJ has his cues written out, and the photographer moves with unobtrusive grace. Everything is unfolding exactly as planned. I should feel nothing but professional satisfaction.



Instead, my attention is captured by something else entirely.



As the bride and groom exchange their vows, I catch the expression on Belle’s face—a fleeting look of wistful longing that she quickly masks with her professional smile. Across the pavilion, Aria's eyes glisten slightly as she watches the ring exchange, her hands unconsciously twisting the fabric of her dress. The raw emotion on their faces hits me with unexpected force.







My mind drifts to the family we've built—complicated, unconventional, and absolutely mine. In five years, our numbers have grown in ways that still sometimes leave me breathless.



My son Leo, born to Paula, is four with her hair and eyes but shares my stubborn chin and analytical mind. Already, he observes the world meticulously. Caleb, my son with Odette, is just a month younger, yet he and Leo are inseparable, sharing a bond that defies their appearance.



Tony, at ten, embraces his role as the big brother, guiding the younger boys with patience. Though not biologically mine, he began calling me "Dad" a year after he moved in with us, a moment that left me speechless.



Belle and Hazel each have three-year-old daughters, Amelia and Laura, are also inseparable. Both women are pregnant again, seemingly in sync, sparking jokes about coordinated motherhood.



Sadie's daughter Bonnie and Kaia's daughter Emma, both two, form another pair. Bonnie has my dark hair and her mother's grey eyes, while Emma is a mini Kaia. Kaia is also expecting our ninth child. Nine children in five years—an astonishing reality.



The applause of the wedding guests pulls me from my reflection. The couple is kissing, sealing their vows as husband and wife. I glance at my watch—perfect timing. We're right on schedule.



I remember my life as a CPA in Philadelphia with a kind of detached amusement now—the quiet condo, the predictable routine, the creeping certainty that I would die alone amid my carefully organized financial records. How could I have known that my attempt to escape that fate would lead to... this? This beautiful, chaotic abundance.



Our family grew so quickly that housing became an immediate challenge. The farmhouse, spacious as it is, couldn't comfortably contain all of us. It was Odette who provided the solution, insisting that Belle and Hazel move into her home before they gave birth. The new road connecting our properties—initially a practical consideration for the resort—has become a well-worn path between our two households. What once was a fifteen-minute drive now takes barely three minutes, allowing our extended family to flow between spaces as needed.



Aria returned home after college graduation two years ago, bringing her degree in fashion design and a national student award for her rose-patterned textiles. I offered to help her set up a studio in the city, but she refused. "My inspiration is here," she said simply. Now her designs are featured in our boutique and sold online to customers across the country. Her career flourishes, but lately I've noticed her watching the children with increasing interest. When she holds Emma or Bonnie, a subtle alteration touches her face—a softening, a yearning.



As the newlyweds process down the aisle amid a shower of rose petals (Aria's special touch), I find myself strangely moved. There's something powerful about public declaration, about standing before witnesses to proclaim your commitment. I've given my ladies rings over the years—individual tokens of my devotion—but never anything like this shared ceremony, this communal moment.



Paula’s gaze finds mine across the pavilion, raising an eyebrow at whatever expression is on my face. I smile back, a plan already forming. Why not give them this? Not a legal ceremony, obviously, but a moment—a beautiful, meaningful gesture acknowledging what we've built together. We could hold it right here in our own rose garden, with just our children as witnesses.



The idea fills me with unexpected joy. I've actually had the rings for months now—five identical bands with a single rose crafted in rose gold, nestled in my dresser drawer. I bought them on a business trip to San Francisco, drawn to their simple elegance, but I've been waiting for the right moment, the right occasion.



As we shift into reception mode—Paula directing the transition while Aria and Kaia guide guests to the café area—I make a silent promise to myself. After this wedding, after our clients have gone home with their perfect memories, I'll speak to my ladies. I'll suggest something just for us—not to make official what needs no official sanction, but to celebrate the unconventional, extraordinary life we've created together.



The father of the bride passes me again, this time with a glass of champagne in hand and the relaxed smile of a man whose financial hemorrhage has finally stopped. "You and your staff are miracle workers," he says.



I accept his compliment with a nod, thinking how little he knows about the real miracles in my life—the ones waiting for me at home, the ones that transformed a lonely accountant into the center of a universe I never dreamed possible.















CHAPTER 12
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I stand in the doorway of our dining room, taking in the beautiful chaos before me. Years ago, when I was a happy bachelor, eating dinner alone at the Carrara marble countertop in my spacious Philadelphia condo, I couldn’t have imagined this scene—seven women bustling around the table, seven children ranging from toddlers to pre-teens making more noise than seems physically possible, and me at forty-seven, feeling both exhausted and more alive than I've ever been.



The dining room that once seemed roomy now barely contains us all, but there's nowhere else I'd rather be. Tonight's ordinary family dinner is about to become something much more, if the seven rose-adorned rings burning a hole in my pocket have anything to say about it.



"Greg, could you grab the water pitcher?" Paula calls out, her blonde hair swept up in a messy bun that somehow looks effortlessly elegant. She's balancing our son Leo on her hip while arranging a platter of roasted vegetables with her free hand.



Leo, at four years old, is the spitting image of his mother—blond hair, blue eyes, and a determined set to his jaw that says he knows exactly what he wants. Right now, he wants down.



"Daddy!" he shouts when he spots me, struggling against Paula's hold.



I cross the room, taking Leo from Paula's arms. "Hey, buddy. Ready for dinner?"



"I want to sit next to Caleb!" he declares, pointing to his almost-twin.



Caleb, my son with Odette, was born just a month after Leo. He has Odette's dark hair and eyes, but the shape of his face—that's all me. The two boys are inseparable, more like twins than half-brothers, a fact that fills me with a particular kind of joy I never knew existed.



"Alright, tornado twins together it is," I say, setting Leo down in his booster seat next to Caleb, who's already been strapped in by Odette.



Odette catches my eye across the table and gives me a knowing smile. "They've been plotting something all afternoon," she says. "I found them in the garden with a bucket of worms they were saving for... what was it, Caleb?"



"Science 'speriment," Caleb says solemnly, his chocolate brown eyes wide with innocence that doesn't fool any of us.



"At least they've moved on from frogs," I reply, remembering last week's amphibian invasion of the kitchen.



Ten-year-old Tony sits on Caleb's other side, already setting up a napkin barrier between his plate and the younger boys'. "I tried to talk them out of it," he says with the long-suffering sigh of an older brother. Sadie's son has grown into a responsible, thoughtful kid who takes his role as the eldest very seriously.



I chuckle to myself remembering how Tony was so fascinated by bugs and worms when he was young. It feels like it wasn't too long ago, yet he's really outgrown that phase.



"Sure you did," Sadie laughs, carrying in a steaming dish of mac and cheese—tonight's kid-friendly option. Her blonde hair is tied back in a ponytail, and there's a smudge of flour on her cheek that I find oddly endearing. "Just like you tried to talk them out of putting soap in the fountain last month?"



Tony grins, caught. "That was different. The bubbles were awesome."



Belle enters with her three-year-old daughter Amelia in tow. Amelia has her mother's blonde hair but my dark eyes, a combination that melts my heart every time she looks at me.



"Someone wanted to help carry the bread," Belle says, as Amelia proudly clutches a basket of dinner rolls to her chest.



"I'm helping!" she announces.



"You sure are, sweetheart," I say, taking the basket and placing it on the table before lifting her into her seat beside her cousin Laura, Hazel's daughter of the same age.



Laura, with her mother's hazel eyes and dark hair, immediately leans over to whisper something to Amelia that makes both girls dissolve into giggles. The two are as inseparable as Leo and Caleb.



Hazel approaches, balancing a bowl of salad in one hand and holding her very visible baby bump with the other. "Those two are trouble," she says fondly, watching the girls. "They were 'redecorating' the spa treatment room with rose petals earlier."



"Better than what these two were doing," I say, nodding toward the boys. "Worm collection."



"Boys," she sighs, but there's no real exasperation in it.



Belle rubs her own growing belly. "Don't worry, we'll have more of each soon enough."



The thought sends a surge of both terror and joy through me. Three more babies on the way—Belle's second, Hazel's second, and Kaia's second. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, wondering how we'll manage it all. But then I look around at what we've already built, and I know we'll find a way.



Speaking of Kaia, she appears in the doorway with two-year-old Emma on her hip. Emma is still in that clingy phase, her arms wrapped around her mother's neck like she might never let go.



"Someone woke up from her nap on the wrong side of the crib," Kaia explains, trying to coax Emma into her high chair. At three months pregnant, Kaia's not showing much yet, but there's a new softness to her face that wasn't there before.



Aria swoops in to help, tickling Emma until the toddler's frown dissolves into reluctant giggles. "Come on, grumpy girl. Look, Bonnie's already in her seat."



Sure enough, Sadie's two-year-old daughter Bonnie is sitting quietly in her high chair, methodically arranging peas in a circle around the edge of her plate. Bonnie has always been the most contemplative of our children, observing the world with a seriousness that makes me smile.



"Where's the chicken?" Aria asks, glancing around the crowded table.



"Coming!" Odette calls from the kitchen.



Finally, all fourteen of us are seated around the table that was never designed for this many people. We've had to add extensions, and even then, our elbows knock together as we pass dishes around. The noise level is somewhere between a rock concert and a jet engine, with everyone talking at once, children demanding things, utensils clattering against plates.



I wouldn't have it any other way.



"So the honeymoon suite booking called today to change their flower order again," Aria says to Kaia across the table, continuing what must be a work conversation from earlier. "I told them we can do blush peonies instead of pink roses, but if they change their minds one more time..."



"I'll handle them," Kaia assures her. "The bride's mother is friends with my mom. I can smooth things over."



Paula passes me the chicken with an eye roll. "The Anderson wedding. They've changed every detail at least three times. Good thing we built flexibility into our packages."



Dinner is meant for family time, yet we can't separate it from business because we're managing a family business.



"The spa is fully booked this weekend," Belle mentions, helping Amelia cut her chicken into bite-sized pieces. "That corporate retreat from San Francisco. They've added six more massage appointments."



"I've got the staff covered," Hazel assures her. "Though if one more executive asks if our 'wellness packages' include happy endings, I might accidentally step on something sensitive during their hot stone therapy."



"Hazel!" Paula admonishes, glancing meaningfully at the children, though Tony is the only one old enough to potentially understand the reference, and he's too busy negotiating a green bean treaty with Leo and Caleb to be paying attention.



"What's a happy ending?" Tony asks suddenly, proving me wrong.



Seven women turn to me with identical expressions that clearly say: "Your turn, Greg."



"It's when everyone gets what they want at the end of a story," I say smoothly. "Like in the books we read at bedtime."



Tony seems satisfied with this answer and returns to his diplomatic vegetable mission.



Sadie meets my eye from across the table and mouths "Nice save" with a grin that makes my heart skip a beat even after all these years.



The meal continues in its cheerful chaos—spilled milk, twice, a minor tantrum from Bonnie when her pea arrangement gets disturbed, a detailed account from Tony about his science project on rose pollination, and a constant background hum of business talk, child-rearing strategies, and the easy banter of people who know each other deeply.



As dinner winds down and dessert—a rose-infused crème brûlée that Sadie and Odette perfected for the resort's menu—is served, I feel the weight of the small velvet pouch in my pocket. My palms are sweaty, my heart racing. I've faced business competitors, angry suppliers, and the judgment of traditionalists who don't understand our family structure, but nothing has made me as nervous as what I'm about to do.



I clear my throat and stand, tapping my water glass with my spoon. The adults immediately quiet, looking at me with curious expressions. The children, sensing something important, gradually fall silent too—even Emma, who's been babbling happily to herself for the last ten minutes.



"I have something I'd like to say," I begin, my voice steadier than I feel.



"Are we getting a puppy?" Leo asks hopefully.



"No, buddy, not tonight," I laugh, grateful for the tension breaker. "This is something else."



I look around at the faces I love most in the world—seven extraordinary women and seven amazing children, with three more on the way. My family. Unconventional, complicated, and absolutely perfect.



"Five years ago, I was a lonely man who thought he knew what he wanted from life. Then I met all of you—some for the first time, some in a new way—and everything changed." I take a deep breath. "What we've built together—this family, our home, our business—it's beyond anything I could have dreamed of. And while I know we don't need traditional structures to validate what we have, I want to stand up in front of the people we love and commit to each of you, formally and publicly... well, as publicly as we can manage."



I reach into my pocket and pull out the velvet pouch, untying its drawstring to reveal seven rings, each one custom-designed with a unique rose motif and gemstone.



"I had these made to represent each of you," I say, my voice catching slightly. "Because while we're one family, you're each unique and irreplaceable to me."



I walk around the table to Paula first, kneeling beside her chair. The children watch with wide eyes, sensing the importance of the moment even if they don't fully understand it.



"Paula," I say, taking her hand. "You were the first to show me what family could really mean. Your strength, your vision, your uncompromising spirit—they've shaped everything we've become." I slip a ring onto her finger—a white diamond at the center of a realistic rose carved from platinum. "White roses for loyalty and new beginnings. Will you marry me?"



Paula's blue eyes fill with tears as she nods, pulling me in for a kiss that makes the children giggle. "Yes," she whispers against my lips.



I move to Belle next, kneeling before her. "Belle, your quiet passion and deep understanding have been my anchor so many times." I slide a ring onto her finger featuring a deep red ruby nestled in a rose-shaped setting. "Crimson like the roses you tend so carefully, for love and beauty. Will you marry me?"



Belle's hand trembles slightly as she examines the ring. "It's perfect," she says softly. "Yes, of course yes."



Next is Aria, whose eyes are already glistening with tears. "Aria, your creativity and spirit bring light to even our darkest days." Her ring features a pink tourmaline, its facets catching the light. "Pink for grace and admiration, like the roses you weave into your designs. Will you marry me?"



"Took you long enough," she teases through her tears, throwing her arms around my neck. "Yes!"



I move to Odette, who watches me with those piercing brown eyes that still see right through me. "Odette, your ambition and confidence pushed all of us to dream bigger." Her ring features a deep purple amethyst surrounded by small diamond accents. “Purple for enchantment and majesty, like the regal Cabernet Sauvignon clusters that flourish in your vineyard. Will you marry me?"



Odette's smile is slow and knowing. "Oui, mon cher. It would be my pleasure."



Kaia is next, one hand resting protectively over her barely-there bump. "Kaia, your kindness and adaptability have taught me how to bend without breaking." Her ring holds a brilliant yellow citrine. "Yellow for joy and friendship, like the sunshine roses you love. Will you marry me?"



Kaia pulls me close, whispering, "For you, for us, for our children—yes."



I kneel before Hazel, whose practicality has always been balanced by a fiery passion. "Hazel, your honesty and dedication have made us stronger in ways we never expected." Her ring features a vibrant emerald in an intricate rose gold setting. "Green for life and abundance, like the garden we've grown together. Will you marry me?"



"About damn time," Hazel laughs through tears. "Yes, you impossible man."



Finally, I reach Sadie, who's been watching each proposal with shining eyes. "Sadie, your gentle strength and resilience remind me daily of what really matters." Her ring features a deep blue sapphire nestled among smaller diamonds. "Blue for loyalty and faith, like the bluebonnets you love so much. Will you marry me?"



"Yes, darlin'," she says, her Texas accent thick with emotion. "A thousand times yes."



The children, who have been surprisingly quiet during this procession, suddenly erupt in cheers and questions.



"Are you all getting married?" Tony asks, looking puzzled but happy.



"Does this mean a party?" Amelia wants to know.



"Can I wear a princess dress?" Laura chimes in.



I laugh, returning to my seat with seven "yes" answers warming my heart. "Yes to all of that. We're going to have a ceremony at our own wedding pavilion at the resort."



"The rose garden one?" Leo asks excitedly.



"That's right," Paula confirms, admiring her ring. "Where all the fancy weddings happen."



"But who will marry us?" Belle asks, voicing the practical concern that's been in the back of my mind. "It's not like we can just call up any minister or judge."



The room grows quiet as we all consider this problem. Our unconventional family structure isn't exactly welcomed by traditional religious institutions, and while we've carved out acceptance in our little community, finding someone to officiate presents a real challenge.



"What about grandpa and grandma?" Aria asks Paula.



Paula shakes her head. "They've come a long way in accepting our family, but performing a ceremony? That's asking too much."



"My parents have never even met Greg," Hazel points out with a sad smile. "They're not even acknowledging Laura as their granddaughter."



I feel a familiar ache at the mention of family rejection. "And my father and I exchange birthday cards once a year. He's not an option," I say.



"What about my dad?" Sadie suggests after a moment of silence.



We all turn to look at her.



"Dylan?" Paula asks, surprise evident in her voice.



Sadie nods, a slow smile spreading across her face. "He came to visit when Bonnie was born, remember? He and Greg got along great."



I remember Dylan Wilson—a tall, easy-going Texan with Sadie's gray eyes and a philosophical outlook on life. We'd spent an evening talking about rose cultivation and family while he bounced his newborn granddaughter on his knee.



"Your dad has his own... similar arrangement, doesn't he?" Odette asks carefully, mindful of the children listening.



"Yes, he does," Sadie confirms. "He has two wives now, all living together on his flower farm in Texas. He even had a commitment ceremony with them last year. That's why I think he'd be perfect—he understands. I know he'd do it for us if I asked."



"Then ask him," I say, reaching for Sadie's hand across the table. "Ask if he'll help us make official what we already know in our hearts—that we're a family, unconventional but unbreakable."



Sadie squeezes my hand. "I'll call him tonight."



"That sounds wonderful," Paula responds, and the other women nod in agreement. "Thanks, Sadie."



"Not a problem," Sadie replies with a smile. She then adds, "Just so y’all know, he's not ordained and can't legally officiate."



Belle shrugs. “Does that matter? We're not doing this for legal reasons..." She trails off, looking at me.



"Exactly," I reply with a nod. "The wedding is purely symbolic. It's my way of showing my commitment to you all."



The ladies pause for a moment, then begin to murmur. "Sounds exciting to me," Kaia says, and her enthusiasm is echoed by Aria, Hazel, and Belle.



"To me, all weddings are symbolic," Paula adds. "They're more meaningful than marriage licenses."



Odette agrees with her friend. "I can't wait to wear a bridal gown—"



She's interrupted by Aria. "I volunteer to design all the wedding dresses if that's okay."



"Absolutely," the ladies say in unison.



"But since they're custom-made," Odette adds, "I'd like mine to match my ring stone color."



"Me too!" Belle chimes in, and everyone else follows suit.



"Alright," Aria agrees. "Matching gown colors with ring stone colors. Any other requests?"



"I want mine in satin with a V-neck and minimal embellishments," Paula says.



"Okay," Aria notes, scribbling on a notepad. "That's classic."



"And I want silk, strapless," Belle adds.



"Sure, a red silk strapless. Very elegant."



"I want a high neckline, puff sleeves, and tiered skirts," Hazel requests.



"Ooh," Aria raises an eyebrow. "I didn't know you liked Victorian style."



"You haven't spent enough time with me, sister," Hazel replies playfully.



The planning continues for about an hour, with the ladies envisioning their bridal gowns. Aria takes notes eagerly, ready to begin the project. She's mentioned designing bridal gowns before but hasn't had the chance. This opportunity is perfect for her to explore, and I know these dresses will enhance her impressive design portfolio and attract future clients.







I look around at my family—my fiancées now, I realize with a surge of joy—and see hope blooming on their faces.



Around us, the children have lost interest in the adult conversation and returned to their desserts and private negotiations. Emma smears crème brûlée across her cheek. Bonnie methodically deconstructs hers into component parts. The older boys are planning their suits for the wedding, while Amelia and Laura are already arguing over who gets to throw more flower petals.



My gaze meets Paula's across the table, and she gives me a smile that still makes my heart race. One by one, I look at each woman who has agreed to marry me—Belle's quiet contentment, Aria's sparkling excitement, Odette's sensual confidence, Kaia's gentle happiness, Hazel's fierce joy, and Sadie's tender love.



"So," I say, raising my glass in a toast, "to our wedding. And to the family we've grown, thorns and all."



Seven hands with seven rose rings rise to meet mine, and in that moment, I know I've found something most people search their whole lives for—a place where I truly, completely belong.


















CHAPTER 13



[image: ]















Moments later, the living room of our farmhouse has transformed into a nest of drooping heads and heavy eyelids. Emma has curled herself into a tight ball in Kaia's lap, her thumb lodged firmly in her mouth. Across from them, little Amelia fights a losing battle with sleep, her blonde head bobbing against Belle's chest with each slow breath. I watch my family—my real, actual family now that they've all said yes—succumb one by one to the gentle pull of dreams, and I've never felt more awake.



"I think it's time," Paula whispers, nodding toward three-year-old Laura, who's sprawled across Hazel's growing belly like she's trying to hug her unborn sibling. Beside them, Bonnie's eyes have closed completely, her chubby hand still clutching a half-eaten cookie.



Odette checks her watch and nods. "Past time, actually. The little monsters have remarkable staying power when there's excitement." Her words are crisp, but her hand moves with tender precision as she brushes dark curls from Leo's forehead. Her four-year-old son has inherited her piercing gaze, but in sleep, his face is all softness.



"They wanted to stay up for the 'party,'" Sadie says, her drawl stretching the last word. She shifts Tony in her arms—at five, he's the oldest of the children, but even he couldn't outlast the day's emotions. "Though I reckon none of them really understood what we were celebratin'."



"They will someday," I say, my voice catching slightly. The weight of the day—of asking seven women to marry me, of hearing seven yeses—sits heavy and warm in my chest. "We'll tell them how their moms all made me the luckiest man in California."



Sadie stands, balancing Bonnie on her hip while Tony leans against her sleepily. “We should get these little ones to bed. Tony's got school tomorrow, and Miss Bonnie here gets mighty cranky without her full twelve hours."



I move to help her, but she shakes her head. "I've got them, Greg. The cottage is just a short walk, and the night air might do me good." Her gray eyes, dreamy as ever, meet mine. "Today's been... a lot. In the best way."



I understand. Sadie, more than any of the others, had been hesitant about formalizing our relationship. Her ex-husband had left scars that went deeper than she liked to admit. Her yes had come last, soft but certain.



"I'll walk you to the door at least," I tell her, following as she navigates toward the entrance.



At the doorway, I lean down and press a kiss to Tony's forehead, then Bonnie's. "Sleep tight, kiddos," I murmur, though neither stirs.



To Sadie, I ask, "Are you going to turn in as well?"



“Not yet," she says. “I’m too excited to sleep.”



“Then come back after you tuck them to bed,” I say, kissing her on the lips.



“I will.” Sadie nods with a knowing smile. She then shifts Bonnie higher on her hip and steps into the night.



Back in the living room, Belle and Hazel are already standing, and their daughters limp with sleep in their arms. Belle's pregnancy shows less than Hazel's, but the gentle curve of her belly is unmistakable beneath her flowing dress.



"We should head back too," Belle says softly. "These little ladies need their beds."



Odette moves to join them, but Aria—my spirited, surprising Aria—places a hand on her arm.



"Why don't you stay here tonight?" Aria suggests, her copper hair reflecting the lamplight. "I'll sleep over at your place. I can help with the girls in the morning."



Odette's eyebrows rise slightly. "Are you sure, chérie? I don't mind—"



"I'm sure," Aria cuts in, with a meaningful glance between Odette and her mother, Paula. "Besides, I promised Emma we’d dress her Barbie together tomorrow. This way we can get an early start."



I catch Aria's eye and see the knowing twinkle there. She's grown into a perceptive young woman, far from the impulsive nineteen-year-old I first met. She understands the complex web of relationships in our unconventional family, and she's giving her mother and Odette space to celebrate together.



Odette hesitates only a moment before nodding. "Merci, Aria." She turns to Paula. "Shall we put the boys down upstairs, then?"



Paula's smile holds a warmth I've come to treasure. "Yes, let's put them in Bella’s old room. It has those twin beds they like."



Together, they gather up their sons—Caleb, Paula's boy, and Leo, Odette's—and head for the stairs.



"Bye Mom, enjoy your evening!" Kaia says to her mother, shifting her sleeping daughter in her arms.



Belle follows suit, and their mothers turn around at the staircase and wave them goodbye quietly.



"I'll drive you all," I offer, fishing my keys from my pocket. "It's too dark to walk with the little ones."



Belle gives me a grateful smile. "Thanks, Greg. Laura's getting heavy these days." She looks down at her sleeping daughter with such tenderness that my heart squeezes.







Outside, the May evening wraps around us, warm with the promise of summer. I help load drowsy children into car seats in my SUV—a practical purchase I never imagined making at forty-seven. Yet here I am, checking buckles and adjusting tiny heads against cushions.



The drive to Odette's Mediterranean villa is short but winding, the road curving through the vineyard that has flourished under her expert care. Exotic Wines has become one of the most respected vineyards in Vine Valley, its bottles gracing restaurants as far away as New York. I drive slowly, conscious of the precious cargo I carry.



In the rearview mirror, I catch glimpses of Kaia and Aria whispering together in the back seat, their friendship a constant that has weathered the complications of our family structure. In the middle row, Belle and Hazel sit with their daughters, both women's faces soft in the dashboard light.



"Hard to believe it's been five years," Hazel murmurs, almost to herself. Her hazel eyes meet mine briefly in the mirror.



"Five years since you came back to Vine Valley," I confirm, remembering how she'd returned from LA, disillusioned with city life and seeking something real. She'd found it, unexpectedly, with us. “And since I discovered Enchanting Roses and its more enchanting women.”



"Five years since everything changed," Belle adds, her voice thoughtful. She'd been reserved when I first arrived at Enchanting Roses, protective of her mother and suspicious of my intentions. Now, she wears my ring on her finger.



The villa appears around the final bend, its stone façade glowing amber under strategically placed lighting. Odette's home is an oasis of European elegance nestled among California vines, with a terracotta-tiled roof and tall, narrow windows. Ivy climbs one wall, framing a balcony that overlooks rows of carefully tended grapes.



I park close to the entrance and come around to help unload children and mothers. Emma doesn't stir as Kaia lifts her, but Amelia blinks sleepily as Belle extracts her from the car seat.



"Home?" Amelia asks, her voice thick with sleep.



"Yes, sweetheart," Belle confirms. "Time for bed."



Laura wakes more fully, squirming in Hazel's arms. "Want Daddy," she announces, reaching for me with grabby hands.



My heart does a funny little flip—it still does, every time one of the children calls me Daddy. I take Laura from Hazel, giving her a momentary reprieve from the weight.



"Daddy's here," I tell Laura, smoothing back her dark hair—so like Hazel's. "But it's sleepy time now."



"Not sleepy," she protests, even as her head drops heavily against my shoulder.



We file into the villa, the tile floor cool beneath our feet. The interior always reminds me of Odette herself—elegant but comfortable, with rich colors and textures that invite you to linger. The women move with the ease of people who know a space well, heading straight for the wing that has been converted into a nursery and children's bedrooms.



I follow, Laura growing heavier in my arms with each step. The children's wing is a marvel of organization, with four small bedrooms branching off a central playroom. The walls are painted with murals of vineyards and rose gardens, a tribute to the businesses that brought us all together.



"This one's yours," I whisper to Laura, laying her in a bed adorned with purple sheets—her current favorite color. She mumbles something incoherent as I tug off her shoes and pull the light blanket over her.



In the next room, I find Hazel tucking in Amelia while Belle watches from the doorway, one hand resting on her pregnant belly.



"Need help with Emma?" I ask Kaia, who shakes her head.



"She's already out," she reports, slipping out of a third bedroom. "Didn't even wake up when I changed her into pajamas."



Caleb's bedroom, the fourth one, is vacant. I look at the decor and smile. The walls are painted a soft shade of blue, reminiscent of a clear summer sky, and the neatly made bed is adorned with a quilt that features a patchwork of vibrant colors.



With three babies arriving soon, the children will have to share rooms. I briefly consider how to arrange it, but choose to leave the decision to their mothers.



Aria emerges from what she considers her room when she stays over, having changed into sleep shorts and a tank top. "All set for the night," she announces. "Though I might raid the kitchen first. Anyone else want ice cream?"



Kaia raises her hand. " I want some of that leftover blueberry cake, too. I’m already hungry.”



"You are?" Aria asks. "It seems like you didn't have much to eat at dinner, probably because you were busy looking after Emma."



"I ate plenty. Growing another human will do that to you," Kaia remarks, giving her still-flat stomach a gentle pat. "You'll understand soon." She suddenly halts, glancing at me with her hand covering her mouth.



I grow curious. "What do you mean?" I look between Kaia and Aria. "Aria, are you pregnant too?"



Kaia silently mouths "sorry" to Aria.



Aria beams. "I planned to share the exciting news with you at dinner, but your grand proposals beat me to it."



I can't contain my excitement. I've been wondering when Aria would have our child. She's ambitious and seems to have many plans before starting a family. I pull her close. "I'm so thrilled, sweetheart. We should celebrate soon."



"Yes, we should," Aria replies, leaning in to kiss me.



"Four pregnant women under one roof," Hazel remarks, joining us in the hallway. "God help us all."



Belle laughs softly. "The hormone levels in this house are about to get interesting."



I linger in the house, watching them share a bowl of ice cream and a cake Belle baked the day before. They chat about the day’s events—the wedding, the groom and the bride—and then compare their engagement rings, giggling as if they were the best gifts they’ve ever received. While complimenting each other’s rings, each insists that hers is the best.



I look at them—these beautiful, strong women who have chosen to build a life with me, with each other—and feel a wave of emotion so powerful it nearly knocks me off my feet.



"I should get back," I say after they finish eating, my voice rougher than I intended. "Paula and Odette are waiting."



They walk me to the door, a procession of the women who hold pieces of my heart. I kiss each of them goodnight—Belle's kiss sweet and lingering, Hazel's fierce and quick, Aria's playful, and Kaia's gentle.



"Tell Mom and Odette we should have dinner together again tomorrow," Belle says. "So we can start talking about... wedding plans." She says the last two words with a hint of wonder, as if she still can't quite believe it.



"Good idea. I will," I promise. "Sleep well, all of you."



The drive back to the farmhouse is quiet, just me and my thoughts humming along with the engine. The road is dark except for my headlights cutting through the night, illuminating glimpses of the world we've built here—Enchanting Roses to the left, its fields dormant but alive with potential; Exotic Wines to the right, the neat rows of vines standing sentinel in the moonlight.







As I pull up to the farmhouse—our home base, the heart of our scattered, unconventional family—the living room sits empty, the remnants of our celebration dinner cleared away. The house feels different now—the commotion of earlier replaced by a hushed anticipation. I climb the stairs again, this time heading toward the bedroom Paula and I share.



I pause outside the nursery converted from Belle’s old bedroom, cracking the door just enough to see Leo and Caleb, our twin-like four-year-old boys, sprawled in their matching beds.



Their breaths are steady and their expressions calm, a sight that assures me they are enjoying pleasant dreams. Smiling, I close the door quietly and continue down the hall.



As I approach our bedroom, a sound stops me in my tracks—a soft moan that sends heat spiraling through me. The door stands slightly ajar, and something wafts out—a fragrant mist carrying the unmistakable scent of our roses. I push the door open slowly.



The bedroom is bathed in a warm, dim light. Paula lies on her stomach across our bed, her naked back glistening with oil. Odette straddles her, her elegant hands working Paula's muscles with refined precision. Neither woman is wearing anything, their bodies a study in contrasts—Paula's fair skin against Odette's olive tone.



"Am I interrupting?" I ask, my voice rough with sudden desire.



Paula turns her head, her blue eyes finding mine. "Not at all," she murmurs. "Join us."



Odette smiles without pausing her movements, her fingers digging into Paula's shoulders. "We were just warming up for you."



I slip my shirt over my head, unbuckle my belt. As I undress, I notice the source of the fragrant mist—our ultrasonic diffuser, designed like a blooming crimson rose, sits on the nightstand, sending tiny particles of rose-scented essential oil into the air.



"The diffuser's a nice touch," I say, nodding toward it.



Paula sighs as Odette hits a particularly tense spot. "We have one more thing to celebrate. The LA distributor called today—they want to double their order."



I can't help but smile. Hazel's idea to create the diffuser with our rose essential oil has taken our business to a new level. When she suggested an ultrasonic diffuser shaped like a rose, with Aria designing the ceramic shell, we took a chance. Now it has become the most popular product we make in the workshop.



"The resort guests can't get enough of them," Odette adds, her hands moving lower down Paula's back. "We sold twenty just this week."



I settle onto the bed beside Paula, propping myself up on one elbow to watch them. "I think it has less to do with the diffuser and more to do with the saleswomen," I say, reaching out to stroke Paula's hair.



Odette smirks, her hands sliding to Paula's sides, deliberately brushing the sides of her breasts. "Maybe you're right," she teases, her eyes never leaving mine as her fingers dance across Paula's skin.



"Odette," Paula chides, though her complaint transforms into a moan as Odette's hands move to cup her breasts fully.



"What?" Odette says innocently. "I'm just being thorough." Her hands move again, this time to knead Paula's ass cheeks. The oil makes her skin shine in the low light, and I feel a surge of envy at Odette's position.



I watch, captivated, as Odette runs a single finger along Paula's butt crack, teasing her butt hole with a delicate touch. Paula whimpers, her body squirming beneath Odette's treatments.



A groan escapes me, and I shift closer, my hand joining Odette's on Paula's body. Our fingers touch, and I feel a spark between us—not static, but something deeper, a connection that has grown between all of us over these years together.



"I think," Paula says, her voice muffled against the pillow, "that the celebration should involve all of us."



Odette's eyes meet mine, dark with invitation. "I couldn't agree more."



Odette dismount Paula, and together we help Paula roll onto her back. Odette positions herself between Paula’s legs, gently spreading them apart, and runs the back of her hand along Paula’s wet center. Paula moans softly, her hips arching to press against Odette’s hand. Her face is flushed, her blue eyes filled with desire as she looks back and forth between Odette and me.



Paula is clearly eager for me, but she’s also relishing Odette’s expert touch. I groan, my own arousal intensifying. I can’t wait to be inside her. I move closer to Paula’s face and guide my cock to her lips. She eagerly licks me at first, then takes me into her mouth. The position is a bit awkward, with Paula having to turn her head to face me, but it works. I thrust gently so she doesn’t have to move her head anymore.



As my cock pulses in Paula’s mouth, Odette is pleasuring Paula with her tongue. Paula’s body writhes, her hands gripping the bedsheet for support. I help by cupping Paula’s trembling breast with one hand and holding her head with the other. I’m not sure what Odette is doing, but it’s driving Paula to the edge quickly. A glance down reveals Odette sucking Paula’s clit while pumping her fingers inside her, pushing me to my limit as well. Paula comes with a loud moan, her body shaking. I quickly pull out of her mouth to let her catch her breath.



It takes Paula a moment to calm down, but I’m still rock-hard. Odette moves aside, gesturing for me to take her place. I eagerly position myself between Paula’s legs and enter her still-quivering pussy. The subtle waves ripple over my length, threatening to make me come instantly. I grit my teeth, resisting the urge. I need to savor this. I thrust slowly, inch by inch, to draw out every second of the sensation.



We're lost in each other when the door creaks open. I glance up to see Sadie standing in the doorway, her platinum blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders, her grey eyes widening at the sight before her. She's wrapped in a thin robe that clings to her curves, and her cheeks flush pink as she takes in our tangled limbs and flushed skin.



"I'm sorry I'm late," she says. "Tony was havin' nightmares, and he woke Bonnie. I had to read her two stories before she closed her eyes again." Her words trail off as her gaze locks on where I'm joined with Paula, while Odette straddles Paula's face. "Holy shit," she murmurs, "it's so hot in here."



Paula makes a muffled sound of acknowledgment, her tongue still busy between Odette's thighs.



"Join us," I manage to say, my voice strained with the effort of maintaining my rhythm while speaking.



Sadie shakes her head, but there's a smile playing on her lips. "I'll just watch for a bit, if y'all don't mind." She leans against the wall, not taking her eyes off us for a second.



The knowledge of being watched adds another layer to our pleasure. I thrust deeper into Paula, feeling her body respond beneath me. Odette rocks against Paula's mouth, her back arched, her hands braced on the headboard. The room fills with our collective sounds—sighs, moans, the wet sounds of sex—creating an erotic symphony.



From my position, I can see Sadie slip one hand inside her robe, cupping her generous breast. The thin material does nothing to hide the fact that she's naked underneath. Her other hand slides down her stomach, disappearing between her legs. She doesn't try to hide what she's doing; in fact, the way her eyes hold mine tells me she wants me to see.



The sight makes my desire surge and my cock throbs inside Paula. Though Sadie and I consummated our love shortly after we met, it took her some time to feel comfortable sharing other women with me. Even though she had no objection to group sex, and was eager to be part of it, she simply couldn’t take the first step. She said she would be too self-conscious around other women, and wouldn’t be able to enjoy our intimacy. We and the ladies didn’t push her, and respected her preference. For about two years, I only had one-on-one sex with Sadie.



Then, one day, the four of us, Sadie, Paula, Odette and I, were soaking in the hot spring. Odette and Paula started to make out, and I joined them. We thought Sadie would run away like she normally did, but to our surprise, she stayed and watched. And then she started to touch herself, quite discreetly at first, before becoming bolder and bolder. Paula and Odette made it easy for her by seemingly ignoring her, while secretly tempting her with their naughty gestures. In the end, Sadie asked to join us. I still remember the moment when she came forward, her cheeks flushed pink, and her eyes dark with lust. She looked timid, but her shyness was overcome by her eagerness to be part of our experience.



I can still remember Sadie’s fervent moans as she surrendered to the joy we provided her, which she later called extraordinary. Paula and Odette each took one of her breasts, while I lowered myself to lick her pussy. Sadie’s orgasm came like a freight train, and she was insatiable. Under her request, I fucked her twice, once in the water, and once on the deck, all in front of Paula and Odette. Since then, Sadie has fully embraced our group experiences.







The ladies' moans pull me back from my reverie, and back into the present moment. My hands move to Odette's breasts, kneading them as she grinds against Paula's face. I'm surrounded by beauty, by desire, by love in its most physical form.



Sadie's breathing grows heavier as her fingers work between her legs. Her head tilts back against the wall, her eyes half-closed but still watching us. The robe has slipped open now, offering glimpses of her full, prominent breasts, looking like ripe fruits. Fuck, the sight intensifies my lust.



Among all the women, Sadie has the largest and deepest bra cups. They humorously dubbed her the Queen for this reason shortly after she joined the harem. The arrival and breastfeeding of Bonnie only reinforced her regal title.



Still eying Sadie’s beautiful breasts, I feel Paula's walls begin to contract around me—the familiar pulsing that signals her approaching climax. Odette's movements grow more erratic above her, her thighs trembling with tension. And against the wall, Sadie's body begins to writhe, her hand moving faster between her legs.



It's as if an invisible current connects us all, building toward a simultaneous breaking point. Paula cries out first, her body bucking beneath me. Her orgasm triggers Odette's, who grasps the headboard with white knuckles, grinding down one final time before shuddering through her release. The sight of them—combined with Sadie's moan as she comes against her own hand—pushes me over the edge. My release rips through me with an intensity that leaves me gasping, my vision briefly spotting at the edges.



For a moment, the only sound in the room is our collective panting. Then Sadie laughs, a warm, pleased sound that breaks the tension.



"Well," she says, letting her robe fall completely open, "that was quite the show."



I collapse onto my back beside Paula, still trying to catch my breath. Odette moves to make room, stretching like a satisfied cat beside Paula.



"Don't tell me you're done already," Sadie teases, approaching the bed. The mattress dips as she climbs on, her movements deliberate and sensual.



Before I can answer, she straddles my thighs, bending down to take my softening cock into her mouth. The sudden warm wetness makes me jerk in surprise and growing arousal. Sadie's heavy breasts hang down like milk bags going to burst in any minute, their weight a pleasant pressure against my thighs. I reach for them, filling my hands with her soft flesh, feeling her nipples harden against my palms.



Sadie's eyes grow dreamy as I knead her breasts, her mouth working magic on my rapidly recovering erection. Her ass points up in the air, presented like an offering. Odette takes the invitation, moving behind Sadie and parting her thighs wider.



I watch as Odette lowers her face to Sadie's sex, her tongue making a long, slow stroke from Sadie's clit to her entrance. Sadie moans around my cock, the vibration sending shivers up my spine. Something warm and wet drips onto my thigh—Sadie's arousal or Odette's saliva, I can't tell which. Whatever it is, the thought of their mingled wetness only heightens my desire.



Odette reaches toward the nightstand, opening the drawer to retrieve a curved, pink silicone dildo. She catches my eye and smiles wickedly before returning her attention to Sadie. With one hand spreading Sadie open, she positions the toy at her entrance.



Sadie releases my cock from her mouth with a pop when she feels the pressure. "Oh God," she whispers, her grey eyes finding mine, clouded with lust.



Odette pushes the dildo inside Sadie with one smooth thrust, causing Sadie to cry out in pleasure. She begins a steady pace, fucking Sadie from behind while Sadie returns to pleasuring me with her mouth.



"You are such naughty women," I curse, overwhelmed by the sight and sensations. "All of you."



Paula, who has been watching with heavy-lidded eyes, moves closer to kiss me. Her lips are soft, tasting faintly of Odette. "On a scale of one to ten," she murmurs against my mouth, "how happy are you right now?"



The question catches me off guard. Between Sadie's warm mouth, the visual of Odette working the dildo in and out of her, and Paula's tender kiss, my mind can barely form coherent thought.



"One hundred," I mumble, unable to articulate anything more complex.



The women's laughter surrounds me, warm and genuine, filling the room with joy as much as desire.



Feeling a surge of dominant energy, I tap Sadie's shoulder. "I want both of you," I say, my voice rough with need. "Odette, Sadie—on all fours."



The women exchange glances, then move to obey, arranging themselves side by side on the bed. They present me with a vision of perfect contrast—Odette's firm, heart-shaped buttocks next to Sadie's rounder, more generous curves. Between their smooth thighs, their sex glistens invitingly, like an exotic flower begging to be admired.



I kneel behind them, running my hands over both their asses, appreciating their different textures and shapes. Then I lower my face, taking a long taste of each of their pussies in turn. Odette tastes sharp and tangy, while Sadie is sweeter. They moan in unison as my tongue explores them.



Positioning myself behind Odette first, I slide inside her with one firm thrust. Sadie makes a small sound of disappointment, which turns to pleasure when Paula returns with the dildo, circling it against her G-spot with effortless precision.



"God, Paula," Sadie coos, "you're so good at that."



A possessive urge seizes me. I withdraw from Odette and move to Sadie, replacing the dildo with my cock in one smooth motion. Sadie's walls grip me tightly, pulling me deeper.



I establish a pattern of switching between them, pulling out just as their tension builds to a peak, denying them release. When they begin to complain, I explain between labored breaths, "I'm edging you. You'll come harder this way."



Paula helps me, using her hands and mouth on whoever I'm not inside at the moment. We could continue this game indefinitely, but my own control is slipping. The sight of these beautiful women, the sounds of their pleasure, the knowledge that they're all mine—it's too much.



With a final, powerful thrust, I spill inside Sadie, her walls clenching around me as she finally reaches her climax. Not wanting to leave Odette unsatisfied, I quickly withdraw and enter her, giving her the last pulses of my orgasm as she too crashes over the edge.



Afterward, we collapse in a tangle of limbs, sweat-slicked and satisfied. As my breathing slows, I look at the three women surrounding me—Paula, Odette, and Sadie—and marvel at how we found our way to this unconventional but perfect happiness.



"So," Paula says, her head resting on my chest, "should we start planning the wedding?"



Laughter bubbles up from deep inside me, joined by the women's voices, creating a harmony that feels like home.










CHAPTER 14
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The Rose Pavilion gleams in the afternoon sun, transformed from a tourist attraction into our sanctuary for the day. Rose garlands drape from the wooden beams overhead, their scent hanging in the air like an invisible guest—my mother's presence, or so I like to imagine. I adjust my tie for the fifth time, my fingers trembling slightly. At forty-seven, I never thought I'd be standing here, about to marry seven women who somehow, against all odds, love me as much as they love each other.



Two months have passed since I proposed, and we've closed the resort for the weekend for the special, private occasion. The wooden altar stands adorned with roses of every shade—crimson, blush, ivory, and the special purple-orange variety my mother created decades ago. I chose a charcoal suit with a deep burgundy tie, nothing fancy but well-tailored. The small gathering of guests sits in white chairs facing the altar: my seven children, Paula’s parents, Dylan’s two wives and four children.



A string quartet begins to play, and my heart pounds against my ribs. I look toward the pathway where they'll appear and wait, breathing through my mouth.



They come not in a procession but together—seven women in seven different dresses, walking as a unified front. Paula leads slightly, natural in her role as the first. Her gown is classic white satin with V-neck, and rose embroidery climbing up from the hem despite her request for no embellishment. Beside her, Odette wears violet with a regal design: high neckline, long train and a dramatic veil. Sadie chose pale blue that makes her gray eyes shine like rain clouds. Belle and Hazel, both showing their second pregnancies, wear complementary shades of burgundy and emerald. Aria, forever the artist, wears a pink silk dress painted with delicate rose patterns. Kaia completes the group in ivory that sets off her olive skin and honey-brown hair.



They carry no bouquets—we agreed it would be redundant in this place where roses surround us completely. Instead, each wears a crown of roses matched to her dress.



Dylan stands beside me, handsome in his Western-cut suit, his silver hair combed back from his forehead. He isn't legally ordained, but that's not the point of today. This ceremony isn't about paperwork or government recognition—it's about commitment, about standing before those we love and making promises we intend to keep.



The women form a semicircle before us. Dylan clears his throat and begins in his rich Texan drawl.



“Friends and family, we're gathered here today to witness somethin’ rare and mighty beautiful—a kind of love that don’t fit in boxes, but sure as heck honors what it means to stick by each other.” His gray eyes, so like Sadie's, scan the gathered faces. “I've known some of these folks since they were knee-high to a grasshopper, and others I've only recently had the pleasure of meeting. But what I see before me is a family, unusual as it may be."



He turns to me. "Gregory Taylor, son of Adrianna, do you take these women—Paula, Odette, Sadie, Belle, Hazel, Aria, and Kaia—to be your wives? Do you promise to love each of ’em equally, to stand by their dreams, to help raise your young’uns together, to honor the special bond each woman brings to this family, and to stay true to this unusual but mighty sacred commitment for as long as y’all shall live?”



"I do," I say, my voice steadier than I expected. "With everything I am."



Dylan nods, then turns to the women. "Paula, Odette, Sadie, Belle, Hazel, Aria, and Kaia—do you take Gregory to be your husband? Do y’all promise to stand by one another like sisters in this marriage, to tend to your own special bond with him while respectin’ the love he’s got with each of you, to raise your young ones as one family, and to stay true to this union for as long as y’all shall live?"



Their voices blend together: "We do."



We exchange rings—simple bands of rose gold for each woman, and a wider band for me with seven small stones embedded within—the same types of stones I chose for their rings.



"By the power vested in me by absolutely no legal authority whatsoever," Dylan says with a wink that breaks the tension, "I now pronounce you husband and wives. Gregory, you may kiss your brides."



One by one, I move down the line, each kiss different but equally meaningful. Paula's is familiar and grounding, Odette's passionate, Sadie's sweet, Belle's intense, Hazel's playful, Aria's creative, and Kaia's tender. When I finish, they all embrace, forming a circle around me. The guests applaud, our children cheer, and someone—I think it's Aria—starts crying happy tears.



The celebration moves to tables set up beneath a canopy of string lights and roses. We feast on a meal prepared by Odette, Kaia, and Sadie, who refused to relinquish kitchen duties even for their own wedding. Wine flows—Odette's finest vintages—and music plays. The children run between tables, high on cake and excitement.



I find myself cornered by Paula's parents, James and Sarah Lovejoy, both in their seventies now but still sharp-eyed and formidable.



"Never thought I'd see the day my daughter and granddaughters would all marry the same man," James says, his voice gruff but not unkind. His hand rests on my shoulder, heavier than necessary.



"We didn't raise our girl to follow convention," Sarah adds, smoothing her silver hair. "But we did raise her to follow her heart. That's what matters."



"Thank you for understanding," I say, meaning it. "And for your blessing. It means everything to us."



James leans in, his breath smelling faintly of whiskey. "You'd better keep those vows, son. All of them. To all of my girls."



"I will," I promise. "Every day, for the rest of my life."



Sarah kisses my cheek. "We believe you. That's why we're here."







Later, during cocktail hour, I find Dylan at the bar, his weathered face relaxed in a rare moment of repose. He's handsome in that distinctly Texan way—tall, lean, with skin tanned from years under the sun. His wives Lily and Willow stand nearby, both blonde and beautiful in their forties, laughing with Sadie.



"Thank you for doing this," I tell him, clinking my glass against his. "It meant a lot to have you officiate."



"My pleasure," he says. "You're a lucky man, Gregory. And a brave one. Your mama would be proud of you."



The mention of my mother sends a pang through my chest. "Do you think so?"



"As sure as the sun’s gonna rise." He takes a sip of his whiskey. "Adrianna was never one for doing things the expected way. She was ahead of her time."



"Do you miss her?" I ask, the question slipping out before I can stop it.



"Every day," Dylan admits. "I was heartbroken when she wouldn’t marry me."



"I’m sorry, man," I say with empathy. "Sadie mentioned that my mom thought she was too old for you."



"Well, Sadie doesn’t know the whole story," Dylan replies after a moment of silence.



"Were there other reasons?" I ask, intrigued.



“Adrianna didn’t exactly turn me down,” Dylan drawls, glancing over to where his wives are dancing together. “She kinda offered me a different deal—more like a condition, y’know? Said she’d keep seein’ me if I married someone younger, someone who could still have more kids. Didn’t mind sharin’, long as we could build a future together.”



I'm taken aback, but only briefly. Somehow, it's not surprising that Adrianna would make such an unconventional suggestion. "No way," I murmur. "She really said that?"



Dylan nods. “Yeah. Blew my dang mind,” he says with a slow shake of his head. “Seemed impossible to me back then, and I didn’t reckon I’d find anyone open to that kinda arrangement. So, I took it like a rejection.” He pauses for a beat. “Took me years to realize I was a fool not to take her up on it.”



"What changed your mind later on?"



"Life did." He nods toward Lily and Willow. “Lily’s sister came to help out on the farm after I married Lily,” he says, his voice low and steady. “’Bout three years in, I realized I had feelin’s for both of ’em. Damn near drove myself crazy tryin’ to fight it.”



He lets out a quiet chuckle. “Then I remembered what Adrianna had said, and all of a sudden, it didn’t seem so far-fetched no more.”



I watch the sisters, seeing their easy companionship, the way they seem to orbit each other. "They're happy?"



"We all are. Took work, but we got there." He finishes his drink. "Your mama was practical. She saw possibilities where others saw problems."



A thought occurs to me. "Would you like to visit her grave? We're going tomorrow."



Dylan's eyes mist slightly. "Yeah, I'd like that. It's been too long."



As the party continues around us, I find myself looking up at the darkening sky, wondering if my mother is watching. I like to think she is—and that she's pleased with the garden her legacy has grown into.










CHAPTER 15
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Vine Valley Cemetery rests on a gentle slope, its gravestones gleaming in the morning light like old teeth in a weathered smile. The summer sky stretches above us, impossibly blue with just a few wisps of cloud. I stand at the bottom of the hill, Paula's hand in mine, watching as Dylan takes his first uncertain steps toward the place where my mother lies. The air smells of freshly cut grass and the bouquets of roses we've brought—harvested from the farm my mother built, the legacy she left us.



"You okay?" Paula asks, her thumb brushing across my knuckles. Her blonde hair is pulled back in a simple ponytail today, her face free of makeup, beautiful in the honest light of morning.



"Yeah," I say, though my throat feels tight. "Let's go up."



We follow the path that winds toward the hilltop, Belle and Aria a few steps ahead, Sadie and Dylan behind us. The cemetery is peaceful today, empty except for a groundskeeper in the distance. A breeze rustles through the cypress trees that stand like sentinels along the perimeter.



My mother's grave occupies a prime spot at the crest of the hill. From here, the entire valley unfolds below us like a living map. I can see the geometric patterns of vineyards, the neat rows of our rose fields, and even the red roof of the farmhouse in the distance. The Enchanting Roses Garden Resort glimmers at the edge of my vision, its buildings nestled among gardens like a fantasy village.



"She chose this spot herself," Paula says softly as we approach the simple marble headstone. "Said she wanted to keep watching over the farm even after she was gone."



This is something I haven’t heard before. A chill passes through me despite the summer heat. For five years now, since the moment I first set foot on the farm, I've felt her presence—in the soil, in the roses, in the laughter of the women who've become my family. It wasn't just my imagination after all.



The grave itself is beautiful, tended with obvious care. Bluebonnet plants that Sadie planted form a dense carpet around the stone, their vibrant blue flowers nodding in the breeze. Several rose bushes grow at the head of the grave, their blooms open to the sun.



I kneel and begin gently cleaning the headstone with a cloth I’ve brought. I’ve been visiting Mom’s grave about twice a year. Sometimes I come alone,
 sometimes with company. I sit by the stone sometimes, and tell her about my life on the farm.



Dylan stands a few feet back, his weathered face unreadable. "I should have come sooner," Dylan says. He didn’t get a chance to visit the grave when he was here two years ago.



"You're here now," Sadie says softly. "That's what matters."



We work together in comfortable silence, tending to the grave. Paula and I trim the rose bushes while Aria arranges fresh-cut flowers in the stone vase embedded in the ground.



Sadie busies herself tending to the bluebonnets that she planted a few years back after ordering the seeds from Texas. "They're hardy little things. Remind me of home." She looks up at the headstone. "Adrianna cultivated roses, but she loved wildflowers, too.”



We light rose-scented candles around the grave, the flames barely visible in the bright sunlight but the scent rising to mingle with the flowers. One by one, they begin to speak—sharing memories, updates, moments that matter.



Paula goes first, her voice steady but full of emotion. "You told me once that the farm would outlast all of us if we loved it enough. I didn't believe you then—it seemed so fragile. But you were right. It's stronger than ever, and so are we."



Belle brings forward a bouquet of distinctive roses—deep blue petals with yellow edges, my mother's signature creation.



"These are doing really well," Belle says, addressing the headstone directly. "We've had orders from all over the country. People specifically ask for Twilight Glow." She touches the petals gently. "And I wanted to show you these." She produces another bouquet, this one holding roses with an unusual lavender center that fades to cream at the edges. "I call them 'Morning Mist.' They're my first successful hybrid."



I watch Belle's profile as she speaks to my mother, struck by how natural it seems to her. She's not performing grief or remembrance—she's continuing a conversation.



Aria steps forward next, a small spray bottle in her hands. "The workshop is thriving," she says, misting rose water over the flowers. "Just like you always dreamed. We're selling rose water, bath salts, candles, soaps—even that rose petal jam you used to make." She grins. "I still can't get the recipe quite right, but Belle’s getting closer."



Sadie's memories are more specific—afternoons learning to graft roses, evenings on the porch swing talking about Texas. "You made California feel like home when I had none," she concludes, wiping away a tear.



Dylan's voice shakes slightly when his turn comes. "You saved me, Annie," he says, using a nickname I've never heard before. "After Charlotte left with that fella from Sacramento, I was broken. You taught me how to stand up again, how to love again." He glances at me. "You were right about everything. Should've listened sooner."



Everyone has something to share—a lesson learned, a moment treasured, a piece of wisdom that guided them. Everyone except me.



I stand with my hands in my pockets, a hollow feeling expanding in my chest. I could just say something about how well the farm is doing now and thank her again for the legacy she left me. But I’m eager to say something else—some precious memory to offer up as tribute. I wreck my brain in vain— my memories of my mother are fragmented, faded by time and trauma. I was so young when she and my father split, and I've spent so many years trying not to think about her.



The guilt rises like bile in my throat. What kind of son stands mute at his mother's grave?



As if reading my thoughts, Paula leans close, her lips brushing my ear. "She used to talk about the summer you spent at your grandparents' vineyard," she whispers. "Said it was the happiest month of her life."



Something stirs in the depths of my memory—something buried so deep I'd forgotten it existed.



"I was four," I say, the words coming slowly at first. "Dad had to stay in Pennsylvania to work, and Mom took me to California for the first time. The vineyard was like a kingdom to me, something out of a Disney movie. Grandpa and Grandma were the king and the queen. And then there was Uncle Louis and his son Mateo, who was in college at the time… " The memory unfolds like a flower opening to the sun. "There was this old truck on the property—a rusted-out Chevy. It belonged to Grandpa. He and Uncle Louis fixed it up that summer. They knew everything about engines."



The details come faster now. "Grandma and mom taught me about the vines and grapes. How to tell when grapes were ready to harvest. We lived in the old chateau, which Mom called a castle. We lived on the second floor. Our room was cool although there was no AC. There was a fan that Mom sometimes turned on."



My voice breaks, and I feel tears on my cheeks. "One night though, we slept on the balcony because it was hot inside. Mom knew all the constellations. She'd make up stories about each one. The Summer Triangle, the Swan…"



I kneel beside the headstone, placing my hand on the sun-warmed marble. I buried that memory because it hurt too much to remember. Every time I thought about it as a kid, I missed her so badly I couldn't breathe.



The others have stepped back, giving me space. I feel Paula's hand on my shoulder, grounding me.



"I miss you, Mom," I say, my voice steadier now. "I love you. Thank you for the legacy you left us. Thank you for this family—for Paula and the others, for this farm, for the life you made possible." I rest my forehead against the cool stone. "I hope you can see what we've built. I hope you're proud."



We stay until the candles burn down, until the shadows lengthen across the grass. When we finally turn to leave, I look back one last time at the hilltop grave with its blanket of bluebonnets and circle of roses. From here, she can see everything—the farm, the resort, the family we've become. And somehow, I know she's watching, just as Paula said she wanted to.



The breeze picks up as we descend the hill, carrying the scent of roses. I breathe it in deeply, feeling my mother's presence not in grief or memory, but in the here and now—in the land, in the flowers, in the seven women and seven children who make up my unexpected, unconventional, perfectly imperfect family.
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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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