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Chapter One 

(Trisha)

Granny Carla once caught me smoking when I was just a teenager. I was hiding in the attic, pretending to read a book, but behind the old, dusty pages, I held a cigarette in my fingers.

She walked in, wearing her usual eternally pissed off with the world expression on her face, and smelled the cigarette before she saw it.

A few minutes later, the book I had been reading was in her hand, and she was beating me with it, telling me how ‘no grand-daughter of mine will ever smoke like the whores in Las Vegas’.

And now, as she stares at us from her wheelchair, she is wearing the same expression that she wore back when she caught me with a cigarette in my hand.

“Who is this woman?” She points a wrinkly finger at Katrina, her voice booming in the hallway despite the frailty of her body.

“This is Katrina, Granny. The new consultant Dad hired to help us with the vineyard.”

“The vineyard doesn’t need any help!” she barks back, “The vineyard needs dedication and love, and toiling out in the sun that your brothers don’t understand!” Her piercing eyes shift from me to Katrina. “And what kind of consultant gets so… friendly with her clients?”

Katrina steps forward, extending a hand as if Granny Carla’s scrutiny is nothing more than a formal business meeting. “Mrs. Carmichael, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“You’re goddamn right the pleasure is all yours… doing nasty… weird things with my granddaughter!” Granny Carla doesn't take Katrina's hand. Her eyes narrow, and for a second, I swear I see a flicker of amusement in them. She’s always had a sharp tongue and an even sharper mind, especially when it comes to family.

Katrina doesn't flinch. Instead, she meets Granny Carla’s gaze head-on, her confidence unshaken. "With all due respect, Mrs. Carmichael," she says, her voice smooth and unwavering, "Trisha is an adult who makes her own decisions. Our business relationship is professional. What happens after hours is between us."

“She’s got a sharp tongue!” Granny Carla looks at me, and then back at Katrina.

“Katrina, please don’t use your sharp tongue!” I whisper to Katrina while balling her panties in my fist and keeping them hidden from Granny Carla.

“Both of you, follow me,” Granny Carla says, and then tries to turn the wheelchair around, but struggles.

“Help your old gran, or do you need to consult her for this as well?”

Katrina and I exchange a quick look before moving to either side of Granny Carla, our hands gently guiding her wheelchair as she navigates the creaky hallway.

My mind races, trying to gauge how much Granny saw and how much she would hold against us.

We reach the parlor, a dimly lit room filled with antique furniture and the faint smell of lavender. Granny Carla motions for us to sit on the worn-out loveseat while she positions herself in front of us, her eyes never leaving our faces.

“Alright,” she starts, folding her hands in her lap, eyes shimmering with a strange blend of mischief and authority. “What exactly were you two doing before I interrupted?”

I hesitate, glancing at Katrina. She’s calm, collected, leaning back into the loveseat like she owns it. "We were… getting to know each other better,” she says, her voice dripping with a subtle yet unmistakable innuendo.

Granny Carla narrows her eyes. “Getting to know each other in what sense? Business or pleasure?”

I swallow hard, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks again. “Both,” I manage to say, my voice barely above a whisper.

Granny Carla’s eyes narrow further, and for a moment, the room feels like it's shrinking around us. “Interesting,” she says slowly, her tone carrying the weight of a thousand unsaid admonishments.

“Granny… I understand how… unusual this might be to you. Two women…”

“Yes! Two women doing things with each other women shouldn’t! I could never understand this need for people to go against the laws of nature. Laws that we’ve been following for thousands of years!”

“Women have been making love to each other for thousands of years, Granny,” Katrina says, enjoying this more than she should as I gently slap her knee and signal her to keep quiet.

“And getting burnt at the stake for it too!”

“Granny, there is no need for that,” I say, but she shushes me.

“I am talking to your friend. You speak when I ask you to.”

“Okay, Granny.”

“So, what’s your name?”

“Katrina Whitmore.”

“And what do you want from my grand-daughter, Ms. Whitmore?”

“Nothing that she doesn’t willingly, as an adult, want to give me.”

“Don’t play games with me. I am old, but I can still whoop ass!”

“I don’t doubt that for a minute, Mrs. Carmichael.”

“Then I will ask you one more time, what do you want from my granddaughter?”

Katrina looks at me for a brief moment, eyes locking with mine, a smile playing at the edges of her lips. “Love,” she finally says, turning back to Granny Carla, her voice steady and confident. “I want to love her.”

Granny Carla’s eyes flicker with something I can’t quite place—maybe respect, maybe skepticism. “Love,” she repeats, almost as if testing the word on her tongue.

“I’ve seen men come and go in Trisha's life who promised the same,” she states, her voice softer now but no less fierce. “None of them could follow through, and if I am not wrong, one of those men was your son, wasn’t it?”

Katrina's face freezes momentarily, the confident facade faltering. "Yes, Mrs. Carmichael, one of them was my son," she replies quietly, her tone stripped of its earlier bravado. The room falls silent, the weight of Granny Carla's words hanging heavy in the air.

“What’s your age, Katrina?” Granny Carla asks.

“Forty-three,” Katrina says in a defeated whisper. She knows she can defend two women being in love, but she can’t defend a mother falling for her son’s ex-girlfriend.

Granny Carla’s eyes narrow, scrutinizing every inch of Katrina’s face. She leans back in her wheelchair, crossing her arms. “Forty-three. You’re a bit old to be chasing young love, aren’t you?”

Katrina meets her gaze, unwavering. “Love doesn’t acknowledge age, Mrs. Carmichael.”

“Okay, it doesn’t acknowledge age. But does it acknowledge a same-sex relationship in a Catholic household? Or a mother kissing her son’s past lover?”

“I know the odds are stacked against us,” Katrina meets my eye, and I nod, giving her my support, “but we are not playing around. I wouldn't have acted on my feelings if I didn’t think they were a once-in-a-lifetime chance at happiness for both of us.”

Granny Carla studies Katrina for a long moment, the tension in the air almost unbearable. Then suddenly, a slight smirk tugs at her lips. “You’ve got some nerve, I’ll give you that,” she says, leaning back into her chair with an amused glint in her eyes.

I exhale a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Katrina’s hand finds mine, squeezing it reassuringly, while my other hand desperately clutches onto Katrina’s damp panties.

Granny Carla reaches into the pocket of her floral apron and pulls out a slightly crumpled pack of cigarettes. She lights one, the tip glowing bright red in the dim room, filling the air with a sharp tang of tobacco.

“Granny, you know that's bad for you,” I scold, my voice tinged with frustration and concern.

She takes a long drag, exhaling the smoke in a slow, deliberate stream. “We all have our vices, Trish,” she says, her tone calm but edged with defiance. “If you have secrets, I do too.”

I glance at Katrina, who raises an eyebrow, clearly intrigued.

“A twenty-odd year age gap. A lesbian relationship. A breach of professional trust. And the moral implications of bedding your son’s former lover. Ms. Whitmore, what have you gotten yourself into?”

“Love,” Katrina says, without missing a beat.

Granny Carla laughs, which turns into a fit of coughs. She waves off my attempt to help, regaining her composure quickly. “Love,” she repeats, shaking her head. “In ten years, when you’ll be fifty-three, and she will be thirty-three, your ‘love’ will be tested then, Ms. Whitmore. And more than you, her love will be tested.” Granny Carla leans forward and points at me while keeping her eyes fixed on Katrina. “Trust me, I am looking after you more than her, if you really love her.”

“I won’t just leave her because she’d be fifty-three!” I snap.

“Let’s hope so,” Granny laughs, showing her nicotine-stained teeth. "But you’re young, impulsive. I see how you look at her now, Trisha. Lust and excitement are powerful, but they can be fleeting."

“Granny!” I admonish, feeling a blush creep up my cheeks.

Granny Carla takes another drag, contemplating for a moment. “Alright then,” she finally says, exhaling a cloud of smoke. “I won’t stand in your way, even though I don’t understand the nature of your love. I can’t seem to digest the concept of women loving women, but I do understand the concept of a human being loving another human being. And in the end, all I want is for my granddaughter to be happy. That’s what I wanted when I beat you with your book for smoking, and that’s what I want now,” she says, her eyes softening. “Just promise me one thing, Katrina.”

“Anything,” Katrina responds instantly, sincerity dripping from her voice.

Granny Carla takes a long, final drag of her cigarette before stubbing it out in the ashtray. “Promise me you’ll protect her heart. If this love is as real as you claim it to be, don’t let her end up broken.”

Katrina nods solemnly. "I promise."

I squeeze Katrina's hand tighter, feeling the warmth of her reassurance seep into my skin. “Thank you, Granny,” I murmur.

“You know, there was an age difference of twenty something years between your grandpa and me as well. We had to elope because of it, and also because your grandpa was dirt poor and my family owned a vineyard.”

"Vineyard?" Katrina perks up, her interest piqued.

Granny Carla smirks, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "Oh yes, Carmichaels were winemakers way before it became fashionable." She lets out a croak of laughter, her crinkled eyes twinkling under the dim light. "Your grandpa was quite smitten with the vineyard… and with me, of course."

A sense of intrigue washes over me. I knew Granny had stories to tell, but this one… It's like finding an unexpected treasure in a dusty old attic.

"Paul was just a mechanic when we first met, Trish," Granny starts. "But he was strikingly handsome and you know how I love a project." Her grin widens. "Turned him into a fine wine connoisseur!"

"Sounds like my kind of man," Katrina chuckles, clearly charmed by the tale. I can see an uncanny similarity between Granny’s tale and our own relationship.

"But it wasn’t just about the wine," Granny continues, her gaze distant as she gets lost in memories. "He used to sneak into the vineyard late at night and we'd sit under the stars, whispering sweet nothings until dawn."

Her voice is dreamy. I can almost picture a young Grandma Carla, sneaking out to meet Paul under the cover of darkness. Her cheeks flush at the recollection of forbidden late-night trysts.

"So, you don't mind older men?" Katrina teases, her dark eyes flashing with amusement.

"I definitely didn't mind him," Granny laughs, shaking her head. "I was infatuated. He was seasoned, worldly… there was something so intoxicating about him. And no matter what anyone said about our age difference or his social status, I knew he was the one for me."

Her gaze flickers to us, her eyes wide and knowing. "That's how you know it's real, Trish. When it doesn't matter what other people think or say—only that you're together."

She turns her gaze to Katrina. "And if you're going to be with my granddaughter, Ms. Whitmore, you should know one thing."

Katrina sits up straighter, attention rapt. "Yes?"

"The Carmichael women have always been a bit… unconventional," Granny says, her mouth pulling up in a lopsided smile.

"I've gathered that much," Katrina responds, her voice dry and laced with amusement.

"And… strong-willed," Granny continues, her voice firm but proud. “You’re going to experience that first hand when you’re dealing with Trisha.”

“That’s why I like her,” Katrina counters.

Granny lets out a series of coughs that echo through the room before she regains her composure, “Well don't say I didn't warn you.”

“Warning duly noted,” Katrina says.

“And before you gallivant off to tell your family about your love, talk to me first, or make sure I am in the room with you. Robert can be a little old-fashioned regarding these things, but he will have to do what I say.”

“Sure, Granny, but we have a long way to go before we tell my family,” I say.

“Yeah, and I am more worried about Ryan finding out than Mr. Carmichael,” Katrina adds, a small frown creasing her forehead. "He's already been through so much… I just don't want to hurt him."

"I understand that," Granny nods, lighting up another cigarette despite my glare. "But secrets have a way of coming out into the open, one way or another. Better to face it head-on."

"I agree," Katrina responds, her eyes meeting mine briefly before she diverts them to Granny. "But we'll take it one step at a time."

"Slow and steady wins the race," Granny chuckles, taking a puff.

I snatch the cigarette from her weathered hand, causing a cloud of smoke to waft around us. A flicker of annoyance flits across Granny's face, but she doesn't protest. "No more smoking," I admonish, waving the smoke away. "We need you around for a while longer to regale us with these stories."

"Oh, you're no fun," grumbles Granny, though her sprightly eyes say otherwise.

∞∞∞

“Can you still feel it?” I ask Katrina as we step outside the house, with James and Matt lingering behind us.

“What?” Katrina asks.

“The wetness of my panties on your pussy,” I whisper.

“Yes, but not for long. I wish there was some way I could keep it wet.”

“Think of me sleeping in your panties tonight, and they will be wet again,” I say before opening the door to Katrina’s car for her.

“Thank you so much for the dinner, guys.” Katrina turns around and waves at Matt and James who finally catch up to us.

“It was our pleasure. I am sorry I was absent through most of it. An influencer we hired to promote our wine drank the batch we gave her to advertise before she could film her content, and now wants us to send another before tomorrow morning.”

“That’s okay, James. No one missed your juvenile humor and useless anecdotes about your fuck-boy lifestyle.”

“Someone is jealous because the last time someone got laid was when Obama was still the president,” James retorts, his eyes glistening with amusement.

"The last time you got some was when… oh wait you still haven't," I throw back, earning a chorus of laughter as James blushes.

As Katrina slides into the driver’s seat, I pop my head through the window and whisper, “I wish I could kiss you goodbye.”

“I wish I could take you home,” she replies, turning the engine on.

“Think of me before you sleep,” I say, leaning back and standing up straight.

“Then I won’t be able to sleep,” she replies, pulling away with a teasing wink. The car turns into a purring beast as she hits the gas, leaving me standing there, waving as Katrina disappears into the night.

∞∞∞

"Make sure those sensors are aligned perfectly," Katrina instructs the technicians with a focused intensity, pointing to the gleaming new tanks being carefully installed in the corner of our winery. Her command of the situation is impressive, as always.

Standing beside her, watching our future take shape in the form of state-of-the-art fermentation tanks, I feel a mix of pride and restlessness. The installation marks a new era for Golden Harvest, but personal matters press on my mind. "Katrina," I start, turning towards her as the technicians continue their work, "when are you going to talk to my dad about moving to the vineyard?"

She doesn’t look at me right away, her eyes still on the workers. After a moment, she turns, her expression hesitant. "Where would I even stay, Trisha? It’s not like there’s a lot of space just waiting for me."

"There’s plenty of room in the villa," I say, a bit too quickly, my irritation creeping in. "You could stay with us."

Katrina’s eyebrows shoot up. "In the villa? With your family?" She shakes her head, a faint smile playing on her lips as if the idea is too absurd to consider. "That would be way too awkward, Trisha."

Anger flares up in me, hot and quick. "Are you going back on your promise?" I snap, unable to keep the sharpness from my voice. "You said you’d consider it, to be closer. Will you not stay near me?"

Her face softens, and she reaches out, her touch tentative on my arm. "Trisha, it’s not about going back on my promise. I just need to find a solution that makes sense, for both of us. Being in the same house might be… complicated. Let’s think about this carefully, okay?"

Katrina's touch sends a warmth through me, even as her words urge caution. I bite my lip, thinking, my mind racing through possibilities. Then, like a sudden break in the clouds, an idea strikes me.

"Wait, what about the cottage? My Italian-style cottage on the hill?" I blurt out, the words tumbling out with my rising excitement.

Katrina laughs, a short, disbelieving burst. "Your cottage? Trisha, that's your special place, your escape. I couldn't—"

But I'm already ahead of her protests, my excitement building as I envision the solution. "Katrina, I wouldn't offer it to just anyone. But it's you. And you loved it there, remember? You said it was peaceful, perfect for thinking."

She pauses, her expression shifting as she recalls our first date, away from the chaos of the vineyard. "I did say that, didn't I?" she admits, a reluctant smile forming.

"Yes, and it’s got everything you need. Privacy, space, and it's just a short drive from here. You could come and go as you please, no awkwardness with the family." I step closer, my voice softening, trying to draw her into the vision I have in my mind. "Imagine waking up to those hillside views every morning, the sun casting golden light across the vineyard below. It’s perfect, Katrina."

Katrina hesitates, clearly torn. She looks back at the technicians, then at me, weighing her options. "It does sound ideal… but are you sure, Trisha? That's a big step."

I nod emphatically, reaching for her hands, holding them between mine. "I’m sure. I want this. It’s not just the cottage; it’s about making sure you’re here, with me, where you belong. Plus, knowing that you will be sleeping in my bed, where I’ve spent nights thinking of you, will make me so happy.”

“And what if I like it a little too much? What if I don’t leave?” Katrina arches an eyebrow.

“Then I would have to reluctantly spend the rest of my life with an old woman.”

Katrina laughs, a beautiful, rich sound that makes my heart flutter. "Well, when you put it that way…" she says, her voice teasing. She looks at me again; this time the uncertainty in her eyes is replaced by a spark of daring. "I think I can handle a little bit of domesticity," she announces.

I lean in, lowering my voice to just above a whisper, my eyes locked on hers. "Just a little bit of domesticity? That's a dangerous commitment for a free spirit like you."

She tilts her head, considering, her smile never fading. "Well, it might be worth the risk. But you'll have to promise me something," she says, a playful seriousness edging into her voice.

"Oh?" I raise my eyebrows, intrigued. "And what’s that?"

"You have to promise that there will always be good wine at this cottage. And that sometimes you’ll let me win when we argue about which vintage is better." Her eyes gleam with mischief, challenging me.

I laugh, the sound joyful and free. "I can promise the wine, but letting you win? That might be asking too much. How about we call it a draw sometimes?"

"Deal," she agrees quickly, her hand squeezing mine. "But I reserve the right to gloat when I do win fairly."

"Gloating is allowed," I concede, "as long as there’s dancing in the kitchen afterward. You owe me a few dance lessons, remember?"

Katrina nods, her eyes softening with affection. "It's a deal. Dancing in the kitchen with good wine and occasional gloating." She pauses, her gaze deepening.

“Well, that’s it then. You will shift into my cottage ASAP. Preferably before Amelia’s birthday, and seeing how much you like wearing my clothes,” I drop my voice to a delicious whisper, “I will make sure I leave my wardrobe full to make sure you have enough panties to try on!”

Katrina chuckles. "I can't make any promises about Amelia's birthday, but I'll do my best," she replies, her voice coy. She eyes me, a subtle spark lighting up her gaze. "And as for your wardrobe…" Her voice drops to match mine, “…I might just skip the panties altogether and sleep naked in your sheets. Seems more practical, don’t you think?”

A wave of heat washes over my body at her boldness, and I squeeze her hands tighter. "Oh, very practical indeed," I murmur, feeling the intensity of her gaze pull me in deeper.

Just as Katrina is about to respond, a sudden interruption snaps us back to reality. One of the technicians overseeing the installation of the fermentation tanks approaches us, his expression earnest.

"Sorry to interrupt," he says, glancing between us, "but there are a few critical points about the new tanks that you need to be aware of."

We both nod, and Katrina releases my hands, turning her full attention to the technician. He pulls out a tablet and begins scrolling through diagrams and bullet points.

"First, these tanks are equipped with highly sensitive temperature sensors," he explains, pointing to a digital readout on the side of one of the tanks. "They're set to maintain optimal conditions automatically, but you should check the calibration monthly to ensure accuracy."

I lean in, following his explanation closely. "And what happens if the calibration is off?" I ask, already anticipating the complexities of integrating such advanced technology.

"That's where it gets tricky," he replies. "If the sensors aren't calibrated correctly, the temperature could fluctuate undetected. Not only would this ruin batches of wine, but it could potentially cause pressure build-up inside the tanks."

Katrina frowns, clearly concerned. "Pressure build-up? That sounds like a safety hazard."

The technician nods solemnly. "Exactly. If left unchecked, it could lead to a tank rupture." He pauses, noting our intensified attention.

Curious and a bit anxious, I ask, "What exactly would happen if a tank were to rupture?"

"Well," he starts, "a rupture could not only spoil the entire batch but also poses serious safety risks—like flying debris or even a fire hazard if electrical components are involved. That’s why it’s crucial to keep an eye on the system and perform regular maintenance checks. I recommend setting up a strict schedule for these inspections."

"Thank you for the heads-up," I say, feeling a mix of appreciation and concern. "We'll make sure to implement a robust monitoring system."

The technician offers a small smile. "Good to hear. If you have any more questions as you get used to the new system, don’t hesitate to call me."

With that, he excuses himself, leaving Katrina and me to digest the information. The thrill of our earlier conversation fades slightly, replaced by the weight of our responsibilities.

"Seems like we’ll be spending quite a bit of time together in the winery, keeping an eye on these tanks," Katrina jokes lightly, trying to lift the mood.

I chuckle, grateful for her attempt to restore our earlier banter. "Yes, and maybe some of that time can be spent discussing more… practical wardrobe choices," I tease back, winking at her.

∞∞∞

Amelia circles my new room in the Carmichael villa, her nose wrinkled in mock horror. "Wow, Trish, from Italian villa chic to… this? It's like going from champagne to beer on a Monday morning," she quips, tossing her bag onto the small bed that's already cluttered with my unpacked boxes.

I laugh, sinking down into the chair by the makeshift desk. "Tell me about it. But hey, there's a silver lining," I say, trying to brighten the mood.

Amelia arches an eyebrow, leaning against the doorframe. "Oh? And what's that? Did they install a secret wine tap I didn't notice?"

"Better." I grin. "Katrina's moved into my house on the hill. So, yes, the Italian cottage now has a very special occupant."

Amelia's eyes widen, then a sly smile spreads across her face. "Oh, Katrina moved in? Wow, Trisha, she must be really important to you. I mean, I couldn't even sneak a guy over for a night at the cottage, and here you are, handing over the keys to your castle."

I chuckle, rolling my eyes. "It's not quite like that. It just makes sense, you know, with everything going on."

"Sure, sure," Amelia drawls, walking over to sit beside me. "And here I thought I was your best friend. But seriously, all this sneaking around in your own house to make out with your girlfriend must add quite the thrill. Very 'forbidden romance' vibes."

I smirk, leaning closer to Amelia. "What if I chuck all this sneaking into the drain and make our forbidden romance public knowledge?"

She laughs loudly, nudging me with her elbow. "Oh, please. The whole town would lose their minds. But then again, those old busybodies could use some excitement."

Riding the wave of our laughter, I decide to switch topics to something pressing. "Speaking of excitement, your birthday's coming up. What grand plans do we have this year?" I ask, my tone shifting to genuine curiosity.

Amelia's smile fades a bit, replaced by a sarcastic chuckle. "Grand plans? What’s there to celebrate, Trish? No guy in my life, stuck running a moderately successful pub in this town. Seems like all the excitement in the world was given to you, and I’m just here to provide the comic relief."

I frown, hating to see her down like this. Then a mischievous idea springs to mind. "What about we throw a very controversial birthday party for you? At my villa?"

Amelia blinks, confusion mixing with interest. "Controversial? Trish, what are you brewing now?"

Grinning, I lean in, lowering my voice as if sharing a state secret. "Think 'Eyes Wide Shut' style—a masquerade party. We could invite our old college friends from out of town, make it a night no one would forget."

Her eyes widen at the idea, a slow smile beginning to form. "A masquerade party? That does sound… intriguing. But controversial?"

"Absolutely," I nod enthusiastically. "It'll be tasteful, but with a hint of mystery and scandal. Just imagine the buzz, Ames! It’ll be something different, something bold. It’s perfect for you."

“Why do I feel like this is just something you have come up with to spend more time with Katrina?” Amelia says, eyeing me curiously.

I let out a laugh, easy and light. "You think I'd go through all that trouble just for an excuse to be with her?" My voice teases, but inside, my heart skips a beat at the idea of parading Katrina around my college friends, her arm linked with mine, acting like BFFs who people suspect fuck each other behind closed doors.

Amelia grins, catching on to my silent admission with the sharpness of best friends who've known each other since forever. "Well, you can't fool me, Trisha Carmichael. But hey, I'm not complaining. If it gets me an epic birthday bash and a chance to see you two lovebirds in action, I'm all for it."

∞∞∞

In the quiet of my office, I'm surrounded by the soft clattering of my keyboard as I sift through the vineyard's production reports. The screen displays rows upon rows of data—harvest yields, fermentation progress, sales figures—all demanding my attention. "Come on, where did that file on pesticide usage go?" I mutter under my breath, clicking through folders in search of the elusive document I need for the upcoming sustainability audit.

My concentration breaks as my phone buzzes loudly on the desk, its vibration echoing slightly in the serene space.

I glance at the screen—a picture message from Katrina. Instantly, a flush of heat races through my veins.

I swipe the notification, and there she is—in her office attire, but with a naughty twist. Her crisp white shirt is gone, revealing a black lace bra that hugs her curves like sin. A pencil skirt encases her hips tantalizingly. She's seated on an oak barrel in the wine cellar, a backdrop of dim light and shadow playing over her. Her lips curve in a playful smirk, eyes alight with a challenge.

'Temperature issues in the cellar again! Come quick.'

My heart pounds as I take in every detail—the slight arch of her brow, the tousled fall of her silky hair, the open invitation etched into every line of her poised figure. She doesn't need to say it aloud; that image screams Katrina.

“The issue seems to have a lot to do with inappropriate office attire than anything else!” I type back, my fingers flying over the keys with a sense of urgency I can't shake. The response is quick, a ping that sends my heart into a flutter.

'Or perhaps it's exactly the right attire for the kind of… inspection I need, little vixen.'

I bite my lip, the pulse between my thighs matching the rhythm of my racing heart. "Screw these reports," I whisper to myself, pushing back from the desk with a gleam in my eye. It's impossible to think of anything but the vision before me—Katrina Whitmore, waiting.

I'm out of my office in record time, pausing only to grab a bottle of chilled Chardonnay en route to the cellar. The cool bottle sweats in my grasp, much like I am beneath my blouse. Anticipation makes each step feel like two, but it isn't long before I'm pushing open the door and stepping outside in the sun on my way to the cellars.

∞∞∞

I climb down the gentle slope, feeling the wind caress my face. Upon reaching the huge oak doors that lead into the underground cellars, I storm inside and lock the door behind me. Urgency propels me to almost jog through the narrow hallway to the inner sanctum housing all of our precious wines.

I burst through the another set of doors and find the treasure I am looking for. Katrina, still perched on one of the oak barrels, legs crossed and tits peeking out of her black lace bra.

I rush over to her, place the bottle of Chardonnay beside her and pull her in for a hot, searing kiss that almost makes her fall off the barrel. Her lips are fire and sin, melding against mine in a dance of intense desire. I tug her closer, my hands finding home in her silky tumble of hair, pulling it back to access more of her mouth.

Katrina pulls back for a moment, her eyes smoky with desire as she watches me. "Trish… you fucking sexy woman," she whispers, the sound curling around my heart like a caress. Her hands slip down from my shoulders to cup my breasts over my blouse, thumbs flicking over the sensitive peaks through the fabric. A gasp wrenches from my throat at the intimate contact.

I squirm, reaching up to unbutton my blouse hastily. Katrina's gaze never falters from mine as I drop the garment to the ground. Her eyes dip lower to appreciate my bare torso, pupils dilating at the sight of my body clad only in a red bra.

“Let’s discuss that emergency of yours,” I say, unhooking Katrina’s bra, and watching it fall to the ground.

“The emergency… oh, yeah…” Katrina gasps as I pounce on her tits, my palms squeezing one like a ripe fruit while my mouth devours the other, “I was suddenly feeling very hot in the cellar, and removing my bra didn’t help either. I thought… oh, fuck, you little…” Katrina leans back and loses her sentence as I nip at her hard nipple with my teeth and pull on it with a devilish smirk on my face.

"The issue seems to be an over-sensitive thermostat," I purr against her skin, my tongue tracing around the hardened peak. Desire courses through my veins as I lavish her with attention, the taste of her electrifying my senses.

Katrina's fingers thread through my hair, holding me tighter against her chest. Her breath hitches in rhythm with each flick of my tongue, the sound echoing off the cool cellar walls.

"Ah, Trish… this situation definitely requires… oh god… some close monitoring," she manages between panting breaths. Her hand strays from my hair, slipping under my skirt to grip my ass, pulling me more tightly against her.

“I think we need to explore all potential sources of this increasing heat.” I smirk against her skin before swirling my tongue one last time and pulling away.

“Don’t stop,” she whimpers desperately. Katrina’s pleading turns into a moan as I shimmy down her body, kneeling on the stone cold floor as I hike up her skirt, exposing her matching lace panties. The moisture there is evidence enough of her arousal, scenting the air with a maddeningly intoxicating fragrance that makes me salivate.

"You're leaking," I comment, pressing a kiss to the inside of her thigh, right near the edge of her panties, where the fabric is already dark with desire.

“Keep your legs on my shoulders, darling,” I instruct before diving into the junction between her legs, my tongue seeking out the source of her arousal. The taste of her is intoxicating, and I continue my exploration with fervor.

"Fuck!" she gasps when my tongue glides smoothly against her clothed intimacy. “Trish…” she calls out my name, a desperate plea for me to continue that sends a shot of lust straight through me. Her knuckles whiten as she grips the barrel’s edge tighter, the other hand in my hair urging me on.

I grin against Katrina's panties, reveling in her desperation. "Seems like the emergency is escalating rapidly," I tease, my hot breath puffing against her damp lace.

"If you don’t do anything about it, I will have to make you," Katrina growls, her hips lifting off the barrel, seeking more contact.

Deciding to have mercy, I hook my fingers into the waistband of her panties and tug them down her long legs, baring her glistening folds to my hungry gaze. The scent of her arousal hits me full force, making my mouth water.

"So wet for me already," I murmur appreciatively before diving back in, licking a long stripe up her slit. Katrina nearly bucks off the barrel at the sensation, a strangled moan tearing from her throat.

I circle her clit with the tip of my tongue before sucking it between my lips, eliciting a guttural moan from above.

"Yes, Trisha, just like that," Katrina pants, her fingers tightening in my hair almost painfully. The slight sting only fuels my desire, making me double my efforts.

I slip one finger, then two, into her tight heat, curling them just so as my tongue continues its assault on her sensitive bud. Katrina's inner walls clench around my digits, drawing me in deeper.

"Don't stop baby… Don’t you fucking stop, my baby… my Trisha," she gasps, her voice strained with need.

I don't stop. I couldn't even if I wanted to. Katrina's taste, her scent, the feel of her velvet heat clenching around my fingers—it's intoxicating. I'm drunk on her, addicted to bringing her to the edge again and again.

And then she cums.

Katrina’s back arches off the barrel, her moans echoing in the cellar. Her release is intense, her juices flooding my fingers and coating my hand. I lap it up greedily, savoring every drop of her essence as she rides out her orgasm.

"Oh god, Trisha," she breathes, her voice barely a whisper as she comes down from the high. Her fingers loosen their grip in my hair, sliding down to cup my face tenderly. "You're incredible."

I chuckle, wiping the corner of my mouth with the back of my hand as I stand. "The pleasure was all mine," I reply, pressing a teasing kiss to her still-heaving chest.

I help her off the barrel, and she wobbles for a bit, her knees still weak from the earth-shattering orgasm yours truly gave her.

"Can we consider the emergency handled?” I ask her as she slowly touches her forehead with mine and we intertwine both our hands.

“Not yet,” she whispers and kisses my forehead, “My ‘horny girl’ radar is picking up a very strong signal of a twenty-three year old, gorgeous winemaker, who is apparently leaking with need. We need to dispatch a unit to help her out immediately,” Katrina says, and then like a flash of lightning spins me around and gently bends me over the barrel.

“Don’t tell me you’ve bought ‘Stabby’ to work,” I giggle, feeling the cold wood of the barrel press against my cheek.

“No, not yet. I am saving ‘Stabby’ for a special occasion,” Katrina purrs.

I shiver in anticipation as Katrina flips up my pleated short skirt, exposing my bare ass to the cool cellar air. Her hands smooth over my cheeks appreciatively before giving one a light smack. I gasp at the sudden sting.

"Mmm, no panties today, naughty girl?" Katrina purrs, her voice low and sultry by my ear. "Were you planning this little rendezvous all along?"

I grin, wiggling my hips teasingly. "Maybe I just wanted to be prepared. You know, in case of any… emergencies."

Katrina chuckles darkly. "Well, let's see how prepared you really are."

From my vantage point, I glimpse Katrina getting down on her knees, skirt still bunched around her waist, and her gorgeous tits swaying with each movement. The sight alone is enough to make my core clench with need. I feel her hot breath on my exposed skin, teasing and tantalizing.

“Did you ever think that one day, you’d be bent over a barrel of your own wine, about to be taken by a woman… a woman who’s much older than you?”

“Yes. I have always had wild fantasies.”

“Really?”

“Fuck yes!”

“Did one of your fantasies involve being eaten out from the back?”

"Oh, god, yes," I moan, my voice echoing slightly off the cellar walls.

Katrina hums in approval, her hands gripping my hips tighter. "Well then, let's make that fantasy a reality, shall we?"

I bite my lip in anticipation, waiting for that first touch. When her tongue finally meets me, it's electric, a jolt that makes my knees buckle. She steadies me with one arm wrapped around my waist as she explores with fervor. My hands grip the edge of the barrel, knuckles going white as I try to stay grounded in the swirl of sensations.

She is making low, throaty sounds, while her hands explore and occasionally squeeze the soft mound of my ass cheeks. In contrast, her tongue is aggressive from the get-go.

Lapping at my folds, darting in and out, and tasting the juices that leak out of me for this woman who is a personification of sexiness, Katrina delights in the power she wields over me. Her finger circles at my entrance, teasing before slowly pushing inside, alongside the relentless work of her mouth. The combination sends sparks of pleasure coursing through me, and I can't help but push back against her face, seeking more.

"Katrina… Oh god… yes," I moan, arching my back to give her better access. She responds by slipping a finger inside me, alongside her tongue.

"Fuck!" I gasp at the invasion, trying in vain to find purchase on the stone floor as she moves both her tongue and finger in tandem.

She growls, and the vibrations send shivers down my spine. "You taste so fucking incredible," Katrina moans against my entrance before biting down on my left ass cheek.

“Ow!” I yelp, pleasure and pain shooting through me, “Yesssss… Fuck me… please fuck me!”

“Oh, I’ll fuck you, Trisha. I’ll fuck you so good you’ll forget your own name,” Katrina growls before increasing her ministrations to a feverish pace.

I have never felt this before.

The rawness of being bent over, of being exposed like this, and having a woman worship you like it was her last wish before being hung for a crime.

It’s the way Katrina growls, animalistic, unchained, and unbothered by what I would think of such barbaric behavior. Her head, darting back and forth like a woodpecker, and her tongue doing everything in its power to squeeze into every nook and crevice of my cunt is all the proof I need to know that Katrina Whitmore is hopelessly enamored with me.

And I, with her.

She’s all I need.

Her tongue inside me is everything.

Her hands on my ass, squeezing, pinching, and biting, is all I ever wanted.

“I’m c-coming,” I manage to stutter as the first wave of orgasm ripples through me. “Oh god, Katrina… I’m…”

“Yes, baby. Cum for me,” Katrina purrs against my skin before sucking hard on my clit, sending me reeling over the edge.

White-hot pleasure courses through me, obliterating all thought and reason. All that exists in this moment is Katrina and her wicked tongue, driving me higher and higher until I am nothing but a writhing mass of nerve endings.

Katrina’s name echoes around the cellar, bouncing off the walls as I convulse against her face.

∞∞∞

"Why a masquerade party, Trisha, and not just a normal one?" Katrina asks, her voice light with curiosity as she passes me the bottle of Chardonnay.

I take a sip, the cool wine crisp against my lips, before answering. "There's something about a masquerade… the masks, the mystery. It adds a layer of naughtiness, doesn’t it? Everyone hiding behind a facade, it’s thrilling, like stepping into another character."

Katrina chuckles, her eyes twinkling in the dim light of the cellar. "Isn’t your life exciting enough? You just made love to your ex-boyfriend’s mom in the wine cellar of your winery."

I laugh, the sound echoing slightly off the stone walls. "True, but that’s just another Tuesday for us, isn’t it?" I tease back, bumping her shoulder with mine. "Besides, a masquerade is different. It’s not just about the secrecy or the hiding. It’s about freeing yourself to be someone else for the night, to explore desires without the weight of being you."

Katrina nods, considering my words, her finger tracing the rim of the bottle. "That does sound enticing. The allure of anonymity, the freedom it brings… it’s like giving everyone a license to be a bit more daring, a bit more… adventurous."

"Exactly," I say, feeling her warmth next to me as our shoulders touch. "And what’s life without a little adventure, right? We could all use a night where we step out of our comfort zones, hidden behind masks, just letting go."

She smiles, her gaze meeting mine. "So, what mask will you be wearing, Miss Carmichael? What hidden part of yourself are you planning to unveil at this party?"

I wink at her, the playful challenge accepted. "Oh, you’ll just have to wait and see. Let's just say, it’ll be worth the mystery. And what about you, Miss Whitmore? What secrets will your mask conceal?"

“My secrets are all out in the open.” Katrina smirks, taking another sip of the Chardonnay.

“Except the most important one of all.”

“And what’s that?” Katrina asks, her eyes probing mine.

“Why did you abandon Ryan? Why did you leave?”

The impact of my words is instant. The relaxed smile Katrina had been wearing since our intimate moment fades, and she averts her gaze from mine.

“As I’ve said, I had to leave to keep myself sane, and even though you might not understand it right now, but…I also left to make sure Ryan had a chance at leading a good life. His father was… a useless piece of work.”

“But why didn’t you return? You left… but you never came back to him?”

“Trisha…”

“Look, I don’t mean to force you into telling me anything,” I say as my hand finds hers and squeezes gently, “It’s just that this is such a significant part of your life that I know nothing about, and I feel like until I do, I won’t really feel fully connected to you.”

“Why? People have traumas in their lives they never wish to revisit. When they find someone they love, their partner respects that and they move on together.”

“I know, and as I said…”

“Trisha, I will tell you when I’m sure… that we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. Until then, I would ask you to let it go.”

Her words sting, but there's an undercurrent of vulnerability in her eyes that makes me pause. I nod, slowly, the weight of her request sinking in.

"Okay, babe. I'll wait. For you, I can be patient." My voice is soft, a whisper of acceptance because I know that sometimes the past doesn't just unravel on demand. It clings tight like ivy.

She sighs, her eyes meeting mine again with a gratitude that doesn't need words. "Thank you," she murmurs before shifting closer, her presence enveloping me in a warmth that says more than any confession ever could.

The silence stretches between us, comfortable but laden with unspoken truths. We let the wine and the flickering shadows of the cellar fill it for us.

"So, about this masquerade…" Katrina begins again, steering us back to safer waters. "Will there be a theme? Something to guide our choice of disguise?"

Katrina's question draws me back from the precipice of our deeper conversation, offering a lifeline back to the playful banter that’s become our refuge.

"Actually, yes," I say, the corners of my lips turning up in a mischievous grin. "The theme for the masquerade is going to be the Italian mafia in New York during the 1940s. Think gangsters, glamorous gowns, and maybe even a few Tommy guns as props."

Katrina raises an eyebrow, a smile tugging at her lips. "Oh, really? And should I expect you to be the godmother, ruling over your wine empire with an iron fist and a heart of gold?"

I laugh, the sound echoing slightly in the vast cellar. "Exactly. I'll be the most feared and revered boss, commanding respect with just a glance. And you, Miss Whitmore, what role will you play in this underworld saga?"

Her eyes sparkle with amusement. "I suppose I could be the mysterious outsider, new in town, with a dangerous reputation and secrets to match. Maybe I have my eyes on the empire… or perhaps on its beautiful and powerful leader."

"That sounds dangerously close to reality," I quip, nudging her gently with my elbow. "But be careful, the leader has her guards, and they're very loyal."

"Oh, is that a challenge?" Katrina’s voice dips lower, her gaze intensifying. "Because I've always enjoyed a good challenge, especially one involving strategic alliances and… negotiations."

“Well, speaking of alliances, Amelia wants to invite Ryan as well.”

Katrina nods thoughtfully. “That’s great. It will give me a chance to see what he’s like when he’s not all balance sheets and numbers.”

I grin. “He’s the same. His favorite party trick is guessing which guest at a party has the most profitable stock portfolio. It's bizarrely accurate and gets everyone either really impressed or properly freaked out."

"Maybe we can get him drunk and unleash a new side of him to the world?”

“I’ve tried that as well. Alcohol only makes him start blabbering Warren Buffet quotes, but with a romantic twist on them. And you know what, most of the time I am sure he’s making these quotes up. Once he said to me ‘The only way to predict the market is by following your heart, and damn, my heart's telling me you're a bull run I want to invest in.' It was so cheesy I had to stifle a groan. Didn't stop a couple of finance bros from clapping like he'd just revealed the secret to their next fortune.”

“Hey, that’s enough of making fun of my son. Now that I am back in his life, I will make sure I help him up his game.”

“Yeah, maybe you can tell him all the tricks you used on his ex-girlfriend?” I shrug and take a large sip of the Chardonnay.

“The alcohol’s got you talking bold, huh?” Katrina snatches the bottle from my hand.

“It’s not the alcohol. It is the aftereffects of being bent over these barrels and having a gorgeous, old woman eat me out until I am quivering like a feather.”

“These ‘old women’ jokes are all fun and games until I am on my period and take offense to one of them. You better watch out then, kiddo.”

I laugh and reach out to grab her hand. "Oh come on, you know I'm just teasing. Besides, you're one of the sexiest women I've ever met, regardless of age."

Katrina raises an eyebrow, her lips curling into a devious smile. "One of the?”

“Fuck, I keep digging myself into a grave, don’t I?” I say and wrestle the Chardonnay back from Katrina.

And so, this is how we spend our lunch break: tucked away from the world in a room steeped in my childhood memories—reading, playing, and breathing in the earthy scent of aging wine. But now, the air is infused with the intoxicating perfume of the woman who has swiftly become as vital to me as the vineyard itself.

Beneath the surface of our laughter, the playful banter, and the heart-stopping moments of closeness, there lurks a persistent worry—a concern neither of us has dared voice aloud.

What’s the end game here?

How will Ryan react when he discovers our relationship, or even my father? What will their reactions mean for us?

And is the intensity of our connection sustainable? While I am not overly concerned about the longevity of our feelings—I am confident that I've found my soulmate—I sometimes wonder if Katrina feels the profound depth of connection that I do.

These unspoken questions hover in the shadows of our stolen moments, reminding us of the uncertainties that lie ahead.


Chapter Two 

(Katrina)

As I wander through the Italian-style cottage perched on the hill—a gracious loan from Trisha—I’m struck by the intimate touches scattered throughout the space. It feels less like a temporary accommodation and more like a carefully curated home, tailored just for me.

I pause in the expansive living room, where the personal touches are most evident. On the coffee table, there’s a neat stack of books about viticulture alongside collections of Pablo Neruda’s poetry, a favorite of ours. It’s a thoughtful nod to our many conversations that stretched into the night, discussing the delicate interplay of words and the essence of winemaking.

On the mantle, instead of the usual decor, there's a collection of vintage wine glasses, carefully transported from my own collection. Trisha knows how much these mean to me—they're relics of my travels and tastings, each one holding a story of a vineyard visited, a bottle cherished.

Tucked into a cozy corner of the bedroom is a new reading chair, draped with a soft throw blanket and positioned perfectly to catch the sunset. It’s an ideal spot for solitude, and I can’t help but think Trisha remembered my offhand comment about how I love to end my days.

And then there’s the vase of sunflowers on a nearby side table, brightening the room with their vibrant, cheerful hues. I once mentioned how much I adored these flowers; now here they are, a burst of sunshine indoors, just for me.

Next to the bed, on the nightstand, an unexpected yet familiar item catches my eye, bringing an amused smile to my face. 'Stabby', the infamous strap-on dildo complete with a festive ribbon bow, sits on the nightstand. Accompanying it is a playful note: "Can’t wait to be reintroduced to Trisha again." I pick up the card, and flip it to find another note saying ‘Don’t worry. The movers didn’t pack this one. I did. And I may have already used it once. ;)’

The intimacy of her gesture, the thought of her hands on 'Stabby', sends a pleasant shiver down my spine. It's these little acts of mischief, these playful overtures, that make me fall for her a little more each day.

Moving into the kitchen, a different kind of warmth envelops me. On the counter, a tray of homemade cookies awaits, the sweet aroma filling the air. A note from Mrs. Carmichael lies beside them: "Welcome to your new home, Katrina. Hope these make it feel a little warmer." Her kindness touches me, the gesture so typical of her nurturing spirit.

Beside the cookies, a bottle of fine whiskey with a note from Robert Carmichael adds a stronger note of welcome: "For times when wine isn't enough." It's a knowing nod to the stresses that come with life in the vineyard and a wink at our shared understanding that, sometimes, the day ends better with a different kind of spirit.

As I take in the thoughtful gestures left by the Carmichaels, a warm smile spreads across my face, reflecting the genuine hospitality that envelops me here. But beneath the surface of this warmth, a sharp pang of guilt slices through my contentment. Here I am, welcomed into their home, their lives, and yet, I'm harboring a secret that could unravel the delicate threads of trust between us—I am in a relationship with their daughter, Trisha, a relationship we've kept hidden.

This guilt gnaws at me, twisting my stomach into knots. Just as I'm wrestling with these thoughts, the doorbell rings, slicing through the quiet afternoon and jolting me back to the present. A rush of panic sets in when I remember—I had invited Ryan for lunch, wanting to bridge the gap between my past and my present. But the movers took longer than expected, and in the whirlwind of settling in, I hadn't prepared anything.

Feeling even more guilty now—not only for the secrets I'm keeping but also for the state of unpreparedness I find myself in—I hurry to the door. My heart thuds with a mix of anxiety and anticipation. Opening the door, I force a smile, trying to mask the turmoil inside.

"Ryan, hi! I’m so glad you could make it," I say, stepping aside to let him in. "I'm sorry, things are a bit chaotic here still—the movers just left, and I haven’t had a chance to get lunch started."

Ryan steps inside, a look of understanding crossing his features, “That’s okay, Mom. We can cook something together.”

His words catch me off by surprise, but it’s a welcome surprise.

Ryan steps into the cottage, taking in the surroundings with a curious gaze. "Wow, Mom, this place is incredible. I can't believe Trisha is letting you stay here."

I nod, closing the door behind him. "Yes, it's very generous of her. The Carmichaels have been nothing but welcoming." The words feel heavy on my tongue, laced with the guilt of my unspoken truth.

“I didn’t even know this place existed when I was dating her,” he says, his eyes betraying a hint of sadness, “It’s weird how she’s just… allowed you to stay here for… exactly how long are you going to stay here?”

“Till the end of my contract with the vineyard,” I say, swallowing hard and feeling the guilt slowly spread all over my heart until I can feel it heavy in my chest.

“I don’t want to take all the credit, but I guess you are getting this privilege because of me,” Ryan says, smiling slightly. “I think Trisha might be sending out a message to me by taking such good care of you.”

“What message?” I ask fearfully.

"That she wants to get back together," Ryan says, lifting his shoulders and looking at me questioningly. "Why else would she be going out of her way to make you feel so at home here?"

His words hit me like a punch to the gut, the implications sending a wave of panic through me. I struggle to maintain my composure, not wanting my reaction to betray the truth.

"Ryan, I don't think that's what this is about," I say carefully, choosing my words. "Trisha is just being a gracious host. The Carmichaels are good people, and they understand the importance of making their business partners feel welcome."

He nods, but there's a flicker of doubt in his eyes. "Maybe. But it just seems like a lot, you know? This villa, the dinner at their place, it feels like more than just business courtesy."

I sigh, the weight of my secret bearing down on me. "Ryan, I understand your perspective, but trust me when I say that Trisha's intentions are purely professional." The words feel like ash in my mouth, the half-truth burning my tongue.

Ryan studies me for a moment, his eyes searching mine as if trying to uncover the truth I'm desperately trying to hide. "Okay, Mom. If you say so. I just… I have been thinking a lot about her lately. About settling down, you know?"

“Settling down?" I repeat after him, feeling my mouth go dry.

“Yeah, and I know I ain’t going to find anyone better than Trisha. She was so… uh… I have no words to define what she was.”

I can help.

“Ryan… It’s a great thought, settling down. But just because there is a girl near you who you’ve dated, and lives in the same town, shouldn’t be the reason why you would want to settle down with her.”

“And that’s not the reason!” Ryan snaps, and then immediately drops his shoulders in defeat, “I get what you are saying. I need to think a lot of things over before I try and win her back.”

Win her back!

The words sound like nails on a chalkboard to my ears. I wince internally, a torrent of conflicting emotions swirling within me. On one hand, I can't blame Ryan for his lingering feelings. Trisha is an incredible woman, and their history is undeniable. But on the other hand, the thought of him trying to rekindle their romance sends a searing pain through my heart.

I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself before responding. "Ryan, I understand your feelings. But you need to consider that Trisha may have moved on," I say, my voice laced with caution. "It's important to approach this delicately. You don’t want to reopen old wounds or set yourself up for disappointment. Maybe give it some time, observe, and slowly find a way to see if she’s still interested without pushing too hard."

Ryan sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. "Maybe you’re right. I don’t want to rush into anything and mess it up even more. I’ll take it slow, see how she reacts around me first."

Ryan’s expression lightens as he shifts the conversation toward a more comfortable topic. "So, what do you say we tackle cooking together? How about we whip up some comfort food—maybe some homemade pizza? We can toss the dough and get creative with the toppings."

I smile, relieved to move onto lighter topics. "That sounds perfect, Ryan. Homemade pizza it is. I'll grab the ingredients, and you can show me if you've picked up any new culinary skills lately."

∞∞∞

Cooking with Ryan turns into an unexpected delight, like a burst of sunlight on a cloudy day, washing over me with warmth and a sense of reconnecting. As we spread sauce and sprinkle cheese, the kitchen fills with the enticing aroma of homemade pizza, a scent as comforting and inviting as the conversation between us.

"So, how's everything at work?" I ask casually as I slide him a bowl of sliced olives.

"It's going well," Ryan replies, arranging the toppings meticulously. "Been busy, but in a good way. Keeps me on my toes." His voice is relaxed, and there's a hint of pride in his tone that makes my heart swell.

We move in a comfortable rhythm, the easy tasks of making pizza lending themselves to even easier conversations. "I bet you never guessed your old mom would be making pizza with you one day," I say with a laugh, trying to lighten the mood and bridge the years we missed.

Ryan chuckles, the sound rich and full. "No, I definitely didn't see this coming. It’s nice, though. I had almost given up on experiencing any semblance of family life, but… this is a welcome surprise.”

Ryan's words tug at my heartstrings, a bittersweet reminder of the years we lost. "I'm sorry I wasn't there for so long," I say softly, my voice heavy with regret. "But I'm here now, and I want to make the most of our time together, to build new memories."

He nods, his eyes meeting mine with a warmth that feels like forgiveness. "I'd like that, Mom. Let's focus on the present and the future. We've got a lot of catching up to do."

As we slide the pizza into the oven, the warm glow inside mirrors the growing warmth between us. "You know, we should make this a regular thing," I suggest, hopeful. "Maybe a monthly pizza night? You can show me the new recipes you've discovered, and I can pretend I'm helping."

Ryan laughs, a sound that fills the kitchen with its ease. "I'd like that. And maybe we can throw in a movie night too? I’ll take you up on those classic film recommendations."

"Deal," I agree, feeling a lightness I haven't felt in years.

∞∞∞

As we settle onto the couch, each of us balancing a plate of the golden, bubbling pizza, I pour us both a glass of wine, the familiar clink of the glasses grounding me in the present. We chat about the day-to-day, our conversation as comforting as the meal we share. Yet, as I lean back against the cushions, a vivid memory flashes unexpectedly through my mind, unbidden yet undeniable.

It's of Trisha and me, right here on this very couch, on our first date.

I can still feel the heat of her body next to mine, the electricity between us palpable as we watched 'Gone with the Wind'. Against our better judgement, she had tempted me with her playful actions, enticing me to break our rule of taking things slow. My memory vividly recalls her glistening fingers trailing down her inner thigh while her other hand feverishly worked between her legs. In a moment of reckless abandon, I pleaded for her to drip her juices onto my face as she played with herself, and without hesitation, she obliged. The taste of her essence on my lips drove me wild, and I lost all sense of control as I eagerly devoured every drop from the source.

The stark contrast between then and now sends a shiver through me, the memory so clear it's as if I can still feel her presence next to me. I take a sip of my wine, trying to wash down the sudden ache with the rich red, hoping it will anchor me back to the present reality with Ryan.

"Everything okay?" Ryan asks, noticing my brief faraway look.

I force a smile, pushing the memory aside. "Yes, everything’s great. This pizza turned out amazing, didn’t it?" I redirect our focus to the food, but the echo of that day lingers, a secret thrill hidden beneath the casual evening.

But something that lingers stronger is guilt.

Sitting here with Ryan, I can't shake the guilt that clings like a shadow to my every joyous moment with him. The title 'Mom'—a word so full of love and expectation—feels like a weight I’m only just learning to carry again. Each time he says it, warmth fills his voice, a warmth I abandoned when I left him when he was just a kid. Yet, there's another layer of guilt now, stemming from my current relationship with Trisha, his ex. The irony isn’t lost on me; I’m here trying to forge a connection that should have never been broken while simultaneously navigating a relationship that could potentially reopen old wounds for him.

Yet, here we are, building bridges over dinners and shared silences. With every slice of pizza and sip of wine, I'm stitching the fabric of a relationship I once tore apart while treading carefully around the fragile threads of his past love.

As the evening winds down and Ryan prepares to leave, I find myself both relieved and saddened. Our time together, though brief, has been a balm to my soul, a glimpse into the relationship we could have had all these years. Yet, as he steps out the door with a smile and a promise to do this again soon, the weight of my secrets settles heavily on my shoulders once more.

I close the door behind him, leaning against it for a moment as I try to gather my thoughts.

Maybe it’s time to open that whiskey Robert left for me in the kitchen.

∞∞∞

The next few days fly by as I devote most of my time to the vineyard, overseeing the pilot run of the new fermentation process with Trisha. Working with Trisha has become my new favorite thing, and because we hardly do dates now, we try to make work days as special as we can for both of us.

Living in Trisha’s cottage has spoiled me.

I wake up to gorgeous views of the vineyard and go to sleep curled in the new armchair Trisha got me with the view of the fairly lights outside the bedroom before me and a book in my lap.

The evenings are the best part. After the day’s work, the cottage becomes a serene retreat. Trisha often joins me for a glass of wine out on the balcony, where we talk about everything from the nuances of the new fermentation process to our hopes for the future. These moments, simple yet profound, have deepened our bond, making every workday feel like a small date.

Living here, enveloped by the comfort of the cottage and the exhilaration of new beginnings at the vineyard, I find myself falling deeper not just for the place but for Trisha, whose presence turns every ordinary day into something extraordinary.

And then, before I know it, Amelia’s birthday is upon us, and so is the headache of planning the hottest masquerade party the south has ever seen.

As Amelia's birthday approaches, the cottage transforms into a bustling hub of activity. Trisha and I are knee-deep in planning, ensuring every detail reflects the 'Italian Mafia in 1940s New York' theme. We source vintage decorations, hire a jazz band, and even manage to find an antique car for photo ops. The guest list grows daily, as everyone is buzzing about the unique theme. Each evening, Trisha and I collapse on the couch, exhausted but excited, poring over guest confirmations and menu adjustments. Despite the chaos, there’s a thrill in orchestrating such an elaborate affair, and the anticipation of seeing it all come together fuels our late-night planning sessions.

And these late night sessions often turn into one of us pushing the other down on the bed and creeping between the other’s legs with a smirk on their face. But that’s where it usually ends.

A few kisses, a hint of playful touching, and then we pause, deliberately building excitement and anticipation for our next proper date. Given our hectic schedules, I sense it might take a while before we can carve out the time for another outing just for us.

Yet, in the quiet intimacy of the bedroom, our evenings unfold beautifully. Beneath the soft fabric of Trisha’s sheets, we lie almost naked, the warmth of our bodies mingling. Our hands explore eagerly, tracing the contours of each other's skin, each touch fueling a desire for more than just caresses. The restraint only heightens the thrill, each stolen moment feeding our longing for the next.

Our evenings usually begin with the subtle rituals of undressing—not just of clothes but of the day’s burdens. As we shed our workwear, we share stories from our day: the small victories, the frustrations, and the unexpected moments of joy. Trisha might recount, with animated gestures, how she outsmarted an old wine pump that decided to act up, her eyes sparkling with triumph. I respond with tales from the fermentation tanks, perhaps about a batch that’s behaving particularly well, or the new blend I’m experimenting with that’s proving to be a challenge.

As the evening deepens, so does our connection. We slip beneath the sheets, the cool fabric contrasting with the warmth of our skin, now familiar and yet still thrilling to touch. Our ritual continues with what we call the 'Five-Minute Confession'—a game we invented one night when the wine had made us particularly loquacious. We take turns confessing a thought or feeling we had during the day, something we haven’t shared with anyone else. It could be as mundane as a craving for a chocolate muffin, or as deep as fears about the future.

One evening, as the room dimmed to the soft flicker of candlelight, Trisha confessed how she had been longing to feel ‘Stabby’ inside her for a while now. How she had gotten used to going to sleep thinking of our first night in my house where I had used ‘Stabby’ to make Trisha scream all night.

Another time, with a sly smile playing on her lips, I shared how I longed for us to go out in the world and behave as a couple. To hold Trisha’s hand and kiss her on the cheek as we got into a cab, or to bring her flowers every day to work.

Post-confessions, the mood shifts as we allow our conversations to taper off, replaced by a more tactile language. Fingers trace paths along arms and across backs, mapping out territories that have become intimately familiar yet remain endlessly fascinating. The gentle exploration sometimes gives way to more urgent, needful touches as our desire grows—a hand weaving through hair, pulling us into a kiss that starts tender but deepens quickly, with both urgency and profound affection.

Our laughter often returns between kisses, especially when one of us—usually her—gets overly dramatic, throwing in a theatrical dip or an exaggerated declaration of love in an old Hollywood accent.

These nights are not solely about passion. They are about comfort and closeness, about building a shared life within the walls of Trisha’s villa. As we lie together afterward, bodies entwined, we talk about the future with a cautious optimism. We dream up plans for the vineyard and for ourselves, discussing everything from introducing new grape varieties to the possibility of taking a real vacation together—perhaps to Trisha’s favorite place in the world, Tuscany, where we can be just Katrina and Trisha, without titles or roles.

Sometimes, as we drift toward sleep, I trace patterns on Trisha’s arm, each swirl a silent promise of more evenings like this, of a future where every day ends with us here, together. And in these moments, I feel an overwhelming sense of peace—a deep, abiding contentment that I hadn’t known was possible before her.

But our evenings always end the same way—with Trisha having to leave. Given all the cameras around the vineyard and her dad's constant check-ins, letting her stay the night isn't an option. It'd raise way too many questions we aren’t ready to deal with.

Everyone around here knows Trisha and I are close, more than just work buddies hanging out after hours. But a sleepover would stir up gossip, especially with our age gap being what it is. Even without a romantic angle, a twenty-three-year-old sleeping over at a forty-three-year-old’s place, even just as friends is weird, and add to it our work dynamic, and it becomes a definite no-go.

So, no matter how much it sucks, I have to wake Trisha up when it’s time for her to head out. Every time, she begs to stay just a little longer, and it kills me to say no. But I do, because I have to, explaining why it’s not a good idea right now.

And then, when she finally leaves, it stings a bit more each time.

∞∞∞

As the night of Amelia's masquerade party unfolds, the villa sparkles, transformed into an echo of 1940s New York, dripping in glamour. I stand before the mirror, fiddling with the delicate feathers on my black lace mask. The mask’s mystery is just the beginning; tonight, I’m stepping into the shoes of a 1940s female mobster, a blend of sharp edges and sultry curves.

My outfit is a carefully chosen mix of defiance and allure. The beige suit hangs off my shoulders, the blazer’s padded shoulders boxy and bold, while the wide-legged pants sway with a mind of their own. Beneath the jacket, the black bralette is more a whisper than a shout, hinting at the form beneath without giving away too much. Amelia’s challenge—a temporary tattoo of a sleek, black and silver snake curled around my navel—adds a dangerous flair. Its head, poised to strike, peeks out teasingly from under my blazer.

My hair, slicked back to a glossy sheen, contrasts starkly with the smoky shadows that hug my eyes and the deep red staining my lips, crafting a facade of the untouchable, yet irresistibly inviting. At my hip, a holster snugly cradles a prop gun, and between my fingers, a cigar rests, soon to be lit.

Looking at my reflection, I don’t just see Katrina; I see a character from a bygone era, fierce and unapologetic. This isn’t just dress-up; it’s a claim to strength and allure, a nod to the women who wielded power with both grit and grace. Stepping out of the bedroom, I feel a rush—the night ahead promises intrigue and a taste of a life lived boldly, if only for an evening.

As I step out of the bedroom, the transformation of the cottage hits me afresh. The soft murmur of anticipation hums through the air, mixing with the subtle clink of glass and the rustle of fabric. I make my way through the living room, my heels clicking authoritatively on the hardwood floor, each step echoing in the spacious hall now reincarnated as a 1940s speakeasy.

The waitstaff, dressed sharply in pinstripe vests and crisp white shirts tucked into high-waisted trousers, move through the space with an air of quiet efficiency. I catch the eye of one, offering a quick suggestion to keep the champagne flowing and the hors d'oeuvres circulating steadily. They nod, their red pocket squares a pop of color against the monochrome ensemble, fitting perfectly with the night's theme.

Turning my attention to the main hall, I take in the sight of the transformed space. Dark, wood-paneled walls envelop the room, while dim, amber lighting casts a warm glow over the antique furnishings that have been strategically placed to evoke the illicit allure of a prohibition-era bar. Bottles of whiskey and gin, some real and others clever replicas, line the shelves behind a makeshift bar where a bartender in a bow tie and suspenders practices flipping a cocktail shaker.

Stepping outside, the scene shifts subtly. Just beyond the bedroom window, under strings of fairy lights that cast a soft, inviting glow, the jazz band is tuning their instruments. Nearby, an antique vintage car, polished to a high sheen, stands ready to serve as tonight's photo booth—an irresistible lure for those looking to capture a moment of the night’s magic.

I wander towards the backyard patio where the transformation is nothing short of dramatic. The pool glows a deep, eerie red, thanks to underwater lights, while luxurious red velvet curtains drape along the walls, fluttering slightly in the evening breeze. In the middle of this, a small stage has been set up, where a DJ in a fedora tweaks his gear, his setup backlit by soft, red spotlights that give the whole area an aura of the underground jazz clubs of yore.

Everywhere I look, the details mesh together into a perfect tableau of the era we're trying to recreate. It's more than just a party; it's a step back in time, a night of suspended reality. I'm just taking a moment to appreciate the scene when my phone buzzes in my pocket. Pulling it out, I see Trisha's name light up the screen.

“Hey, everything set?” she asks, her voice a mix of excitement and nerves.

“Just doing the final rounds,” I reply, my eyes scanning the preparations one last time. “It looks like we’re ready to give Amelia a night to remember.”

“Okay, I am bringing her over along with Matt and James. Meet us at the front door.”

“Okay, can’t wait to see what you’re wearing.”

As I end the call, reassured by Trisha’s enthusiasm, I feel a final surge of adrenaline. Everything is as perfect as we can make it. Now, all that’s left is to step into the night and let the masquerade unfold.

∞∞∞

Standing at the front door of the villa, my nerves are tingling—not from the worry of how the party will pan out, but from the excitement and anticipation of seeing Trisha. The night before, my mind had spun wild fantasies about her arrival, imagining her stepping out of the car in a breathtaking outfit that would capture the very essence of the evening.

Lost in these thoughts, I hear the crunch of gravel as a vintage car makes its way up the hill. The anticipation builds, my heart racing as the vehicle pulls up to the front of the villa. First to step out is Amelia, instantly recognizable by her bright blonde hair and petite stature. Her mask, an elegant affair of feathers and sequins, frames her face beautifully, and her dress—a flowing, silver gown that shimmers under the fairy lights—clings to her like moonlight on water.

Following Amelia are Matt and James Carmichael. Matt sports a sharp black suit with a classic white shirt and a black tie, his mask a simple but sophisticated black velvet. James, ever the more flamboyant of the two, wears a dark green velvet jacket over a crisp white shirt, his mask adorned with intricate gold patterns that catch the light as he moves.

And then, there she is—Trisha. She steps out of the car, and time seems to slow.

She's an icon of the 1940s brought to vivid life, her outfit meticulously chosen to evoke both allure and the untamed elegance of the era.

Her dress, a masterpiece of design, clings to her figure with a precision that speaks of hours spent in tailoring. Crafted from a deep, midnight black satin, it features a daringly low sweetheart neckline that plunges just enough to set the imagination on fire. The fabric, hugged by intricate black lace detailing, wraps around her waist and hips, accentuating her curves with an almost scandalous finesse. The skirt of the dress flares out slightly but not before offering a generous slit up the thigh, revealing long, sculpted legs that stride with confident grace.

Above this, Trisha's shoulders are draped in a sheer, feathered shawl that moves like a shadow with her every gesture, adding a soft, mysterious aura that contrasts sharply with the boldness of the dress. Her arms, toned and elegant, bear simple yet exquisite silver bracelets that catch the light with every movement.

Her mask, a delicate lattice of black lace, sits high on her cheekbones, framing her smoldering eyes which are outlined by dark, smoky makeup that enhances their natural intensity. Her lips are painted a bold crimson, pulling in gazes with their vivid splash of color against the monochromatic elegance of her attire.

Completing her ensemble is her hair, styled in perfect, glossy 1940s waves that cascade around her shoulders, giving her the air of a noir film heroine—mysterious, dangerous, and devastatingly beautiful. The overall effect is not just of a woman dressed for a party but of a siren from a bygone era, stepping through time, commanding the night with her presence.

“Fuck me,” I whisper under my breath as her eyes catch mine, and her plump red lips curve into a smile.

She knows what she’s done.

She’s turned up looking like a gangster’s daughter, and I have turned up looking like a man who’s doing business with her father, and together, she knows we are about to play out our real life at the party.

I wonder how long it would be before I grab her hand and march her into a hidden corner or room of the cottage and start sucking on her tits.

My pussy buzzes with arousal as Amelia gasps and hugs Trisha, thanking her for the amazing job she has done with the decor. As they hug, I see Trisha’s tits press up against her best friend’s, and instantly, I am jealous.

They are mine.

I hear snippets of their conversation as Trisha shares the credit with me, telling Amelia how I supervised the décor as well. Amelia gushes as she walks upto me and gives me a hug.

I wish her a Happy Birthday, compliment her look, and step aside for her and the boys to enter the house.

Trisha slowly trails behind, and I can see how her eyes are checking me out from head to toe. I see the instant increase in the intensity of the rise and fall of her chest as her eyes take in my tattoo and rest on my tits, almost bursting out of my cleavage.

She reaches me with slightly parted lips and leans over to whisper in my ear, “I am definitely getting fucked by you in that outfit.”

“Is it the tattoo?”

“It’s everything. The fucking tattoo, the slicked back hair… the damn cigar you’re rolling so seductively between your fingers. Fuck, Katrina Whitmore, you look like a woman I’d be ready to sell my soul to.”

“I just need your body tonight,” I say, running a finger down her chest, into her cleavage and giving her dress a tug, “Don’t go around hugging girls and making them feel your gorgeous tits. They are mine tonight.”

“Oh… were you jealous?”

“No, just concerned. With tits like these, the straightest women would want to know how these nipples taste,” I tease, trailing my finger to where I know her nipples are pressed against the dress and giving them a light pinch.

Amelia’s screams from inside distract us as Trisha winks. “Let’s get inside before I ask you to whisk me away from this party to somewhere where I can open my legs for you.”


Chapter Three 

(Trisha)

The party's absolutely buzzing as I lean against the bar, sipping something wickedly strong. Seriously, every face is hidden behind a mask fancier than the last, and here I am, squinting like an idiot trying to figure out who’s who. Honestly, if it weren’t for the distinct lack of a tail, I'd have better luck identifying folks in a line-up of zebras.

Katrina is in full mob boss mode, charming the pants off everyone—figuratively, thank God—or maybe not, given how she’s rocking that suit. She floats from one group to another, all laughter and sly winks, and I swear, if I had a dollar for every enthralled face following her around, I’d be as rich as the characters we’re pretending to be.

Meanwhile, Amelia, the birthday queen herself, is three sheets to the wind, making a passionate, slurred case about her hidden saxophone talents to a very patient band member. It’s hilarious and a bit tragic—like a tiny, drunk conductor lost in her own musical.

But here’s the rub—I’m kind of ticked off. Not like world-ending angry, just… annoyed. See, between her playing the ever-gracious host and me trying to not look like a lost puppy, Katrina and I haven’t had a second together. And yeah, I get it, we’re at a party, supposed to be social butterflies or whatever, but all I really want is to drag her away from the crowd, find some shadowy nook, and maybe remind her just how much better we are at private after-parties.

So as I watch her laugh yet again at something probably not that funny, I plot my next move. How to kidnap the hostess from her own party—should be easy, right?

If Katrina won’t come to me, I need to craft a master plan to snatch a bit of her time. So, Operation Sneaky Serenade is born.

Phase one: create the perfect diversion. Amelia is happily tipsy and proving she’s the life of the party. I edge over to her, planting the idea of a surprise speech—everyone loves a drunken birthday speech, right? She’s all for it, and I help her onto the stage, passing her the mic with a cheeky grin. The crowd's attention snaps to her as she starts a rambling homage to everyone from her second-grade teacher to her pet hamster.

With the crowd eating it up, I slip away, ready for phase two. I catch Katrina’s eye and motion with a sly tilt of my head towards the bedroom, which we have cleverly blocked off from the guests and reserved it for, you guessed it, our own little rendezvous . 

With a knowing glance, Katrina smoothly extricates herself from a group of laughing guests, her posture relaxed but her steps purposeful. I hover near the hallway, watching her approach. The anticipation prickles across my skin, each step she takes heightening the excitement.

As she reaches me, I can't help but admire how effortlessly she navigates the crowd, her allure not just in her appearance but in the confident way she moves. With a quick check to ensure no one's watching, we both slip through the door to the bedroom, closing it softly behind us. The sudden silence is a stark contrast to the boisterous sounds of the party outside.

The room is dimly lit, the soft lighting casting shadows that play across Katrina's face, highlighting her sharp cheekbones and the mischievous glint in her eyes. The curtains are drawn, shielding us from the eyes of the guests huddled outside, listening to Amelia’s slurry birthday toast, which we can still hear inside the bedroom. We stand there for a moment, the tension between us palpable. Then, with a shared impulsive motion, we lunge at each other like two magnets snapping together.

Our lips crash into each other like a hurricane, drowning out Amelia’s blabbering from outside. In a matter of a few seconds, the woman in the suit has me stumbling backwards and reaching out for the wall behind me.

“Slow down, gangster. Aren’t you afraid of the repercussions of sticking your tongue down the throat of the godfather’s daughter?” I say, my voice raspy with my arousal.

“He can kill me if he wants later. But right now, I want to explore his daughter’s mouth.”

Katrina’s tongue laps at the insides of my mouth, tasting as much of me as she can. Her hands squeeze my butt through my dress, groping me in a very mobster kinda way, with shamelessness and abandon.

But in the middle of lifting my dress to dig her nails in the flesh of my ass, she stops.

“Did you hear that?” she asks me.

“What? Don't stop, gangster. The daughter of the godfather is in a rebellious mood today.”

“No, listen!”

I groan and strain my ears to listen, and then I hear it. Amelia shouting my name over the mic, asking me to come up to the stage outside.

“Fuck this girl!” I mumble as Katrina grins against the side of my neck, licking it gently with the tip before pulling away.

“Your best friend slash birthday girl requires your attention.” Katrina bows and gestures towards the door.

“But I need the attention of your tongue on my nipples. Look how fucking hard they are!” I say, grabbing Katrina’s hand and placing her palm flat against my breasts.

“Trisha, where are you hiding? I hope you aren’t in the middle of a consulting session with Katrina Whitmore!” Amelia’s voice booms across the house.

“Is she mad?” I ask in disbelief, now hurrying outside the room to stop Amelia from saying anything else that might actually make this party more controversial than we planned.

“No, she’s drunk out of her mind.” I follow Trisha out of the bedroom, down the hallway, and out to where Amelia has hogged the Jazz stage and is in the middle of her never ending birthday toast.

“There she is!” Amelia says, and then breaks out into a loud cackle.

Amelia’s words slice through the air as she beckons me onto the makeshift stage with a dramatic flourish of her hand. The guests, previously chuckling at her playful antics, now watch with a mixture of amusement and curiosity as I reluctantly make my way toward her.

“C’mon, Trisha! Share the spotlight with me!” Amelia slurs slightly, winking over at the crowd that’s now bursting with whispers and chuckles. The jazz band, caught in the awkward pause, lowers their instruments, the saxophonist shooting me a sympathetic look as I climb up beside her.

Standing next to Amelia, the microphone in her hand feels like a ticking bomb. “This girl,” Amelia begins, gesturing grandly towards me with a sweeping arm, “has been so busy lately! And guess with whom? Our very own, stunning consultant, Katrina Whitmore!” She pauses for effect, her grin spreading as she scans the crowd, clearly enjoying the ripple of laughter that follows.

“Seriously, they’ve been inseparable! Always consulting,” she air-quotes with a giggle, “in the most interesting ways. Makes you wonder about the juicy details of their business meetings, doesn’t it?” The crowd erupts into a mix of laughter and cheers while I feel my cheeks burning under the mask.

Attempting to salvage the situation, I grab the microphone gently from Amelia. “Alright, alright, let’s give it up for our birthday girl here, who seems to love the wine almost as much as she loves stirring up trouble!” I say, trying to redirect the conversation and hoping my light tone would diffuse the tension.

“No! It’s my birthday! I have every right to stir up trouble!” Amelia says, raising her glass of wine and beaming at the crowd.

“You go, girl!” I recognize James shouting from the crowd and decide to make him pay for this later.

“Trouble is my last name, like how your last name’s soon gonna be ‘Whitmore’!”

I almost lose my footing and fall off the stage as Amelia continues making my life miserable. If it wasn’t her birthday, I would have slapped her across the face and made her eat shit!

Amelia, her arms theatrically flung wide, revels in the attention, her glass perilously tilting but never quite spilling. 

“You hear that, folks?” Amelia shouts over the laughter, teetering slightly on her high heels. “Tonight, I’m the queen of controversy!”

The crowd laughs, and I muster the grace to join in, though my cheeks burn hotter with every word. As Amelia continues, each sentence more embellished than the last, I steady myself by the microphone stand, ready to interject if her playful teasing crosses into out-and-out revelation.

And then suddenly, I hear the crowd gasp. A few people in the middle of the crowd scatter to reveal a wheelchair, and sitting on the wheelchair is an old woman in a bright aqua mask, coughing uncontrollably.

“Is that…” Amelia mumbles.

“Yes, that’s Granny Carmichael!” I call out, my heart racing as I jump off the stage, rushing through the crowd to her side. Amelia is quick on my heels, both of us anxious about Granny's sudden appearance and apparent distress.

As we reach her, the crowd circles around, a mix of worried murmurs and hushed whispers filling the air. People offer water and ask if they should call for medical help. Granny waves them off with a weak hand but continues to cough, her body trembling. Just as I bend down to check on her, leaning close, she leans towards me and whispers with a mischievous glint in her eye, "How did I act?"

My eyes widen in disbelief at her words. Before I can respond, she grabs my arm, her voice now just a whisper, "Wheel me inside, dear."

Confused but relieved, I nod, signaling to Amelia that everything’s fine. As we begin to wheel Granny towards the house, she throws a sly wink over my shoulder at Katrina, who’s been watching the scene unfold from a distance. Katrina's face breaks into a knowing smile, understanding the ruse.

Inside the house, away from the puzzled guests, Granny’s coughing miraculously subsides. She chuckles softly, pleased with her dramatic entrance. "Had to make my presence known somehow, didn’t I?" she quips, her eyes twinkling with the same mischievous Carmichael spark I know all too well.

Granny Carmichael's chuckle fades into a soft, conspiratorial tone. "You should've seen your faces! Priceless!" She pats my hand as we navigate through the quieter hallways of the house.

I shake my head, amused yet relieved. "You almost gave me a heart attack, Granny."

She winks, then lowers her voice even further. "Helped you escape Amelia’s crazy rant, didn’t I? Saved your ass before she told the world about your naughty affair with your ex’s mother!”

“You don’t have to keep reminding me she is my ex’s mother, Granny!”

Granny Carmichael lets out a hearty laugh, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "Oh, darling, I'm just teasing. But seriously, you've got to admit, it's quite the scandalous setup you've got going on! Makes the old days seem tame."

I can't help but smile, despite the sting of her words. There's a certain relief in being able to talk so openly about it all with someone who, despite her playful jabs, genuinely understands. "I know, Granny. It’s complicated and… honestly, a bit overwhelming at times.”

She nods sagely, her expression softening. "Life and love are rarely straightforward, my dear. But remember, the heart wants what it wants. And from what I've seen, you two seem good for each other. Just be careful, okay?"

Her genuine concern warms me, and I nod, feeling a surge of affection for this bold, unfiltered woman who’s lived through enough drama to know. "I will, Granny. Thanks for being here, and for… understanding."

She squeezes my hand, her grip surprisingly strong. "Anytime, my dear. Now, let's get back out there before they start sending search parties. And let’s see if we can steer Amelia away from the microphone again, shall we?"

∞∞∞

The party gathers around the pool, its waters dyed a dramatic red, casting glowing reflections that flicker like fire against the night sky. Fairy lights strung above twinkle, lending a magical quality to the evening as Amelia stands by the poolside, ready to cut her birthday cake—a massive, three-tiered confection adorned with edible gold leaf and tiny, sugar-crafted saxophones, nodding to her jazz-infused celebrations.

"Alright, everyone! Gather 'round! It's time to make a wish that'll put all my other crazy wishes to shame!" Amelia announces, her voice ringing with a mix of cheer and the slight slur of someone who's thoroughly enjoyed her own party. The crowd responds with cheers, a few playful whistles and claps echoing around the patio.

James hands her a sparkling cake cutter, its handle glinting under the soft lights. Amelia takes it with a flourish, waving it slightly like a conductor with her baton. "If I cut this cake and your piece has a saxophone, you owe me a dance!" she declares, winking at the band members who have joined the guests around the pool.

I stand next to Katrina, our hands brushing occasionally, sharing amused glances as Amelia theatrically ponders where to make the first cut. "Should I be strategic? Aim for more saxophones? More gold? What do you think, Trisha? Where's the luckiest spot?"

"Just cut it before it cuts itself from suspense, Amelia!" I call back, laughter in my voice, causing a fresh wave of giggles to ripple through the group.

With a mock-serious nod, Amelia finally plunges the cutter into the cake, making a grand show of exerting effort. "By the power vested in me by these ridiculously high heels, I declare this cake ready to serve!"

As she lifts the first piece, the crowd erupts into applause, and Katrina leans over to whisper in my ear, "She missed her calling as a stage actress, don't you think?"

"Or a circus ringmaster," I whisper back, both of us chuckling.

Amelia, now doling out pieces with the help of a couple of friends, manages to smear a bit of frosting on James's nose, proclaiming, "That's for not letting me sing with the band earlier!" James retorts by threatening to drop her piece into the pool, but the mock fight ends with both laughing, frosting forgotten.

After Amelia slices through the cake, the DJ cranks up the tunes, sending a fresh wave of energy across the room. Everyone starts drifting toward the dance floor, drawn by the catchy beats. It's like the pulse of the music tugs at our very heartstrings, and even Granny Carla can't resist. She's sitting on the patio, jiggling her shoulders adorably, while Matt hovers by, his hand on her shoulder, making sure she's steady.

I can't help but smile at them before I grab Katrina's hand, feeling a spark as our skin touches. "Come on, let’s show them how it’s done," I say, pulling her towards the dance floor's magnetic chaos. Katrina laughs, a sound that bubbles up effortlessly, and it stirs something deep inside me.

We weave through the crowd to find James and Amelia already tearing it up in the center. Amelia, with her usual flair, is all dramatic gestures and sweeping moves, her earlier antics with the cake now just a sweet memory.

The party around us is a tornado of masks, gowns, and prop guns, as the alcohol that's been sitting quietly in people's bellies finally flares up, loosening inhibitions. The throng mostly huddles near the pool, some already taking the plunge. The thump of the bass reverberates through the valley, and the distant twinkling streetlights seem alien and remote. Amidst the revelry, I snake my hand around Katrina’s waist and pull her close.

“Are we doing this?” she whispers, her alcohol-influenced, drowsy eyes peeking at me from behind her mask.

“Doing what?” I respond, feigning ignorance.

“Dancing this close in front of everybody?” she asks, her voice a mix of caution and thrill, glancing over her shoulder.

“Yeah, why not? What’s wrong with two women dancing while holding each other's waists?” I reply, tightening my grip slightly to reassure her.

“Well, nothing really in a normal setting. But people have been staring at us more than usual after Amelia’s little toast.”

I grin, my hand trailing down just a bit to rest on the soft fabric of her pants, accentuating her perfect form. “Babe, they’ve been looking at you like that since you walked in. It’s because of your outfit, your aura, your persona. You’re irresistible.”

She laughs, a sound that blends seamlessly with the rhythm of the music. “Keep that up, and I might have to promote you from partner-in-crime to personal flatterer,” she teases.

“Promotion accepted,” I whisper back playfully, my voice low. “As long as it includes more dance floor privileges.”

Katrina’s response is to pull me closer, her movement fluid and confident. “You’re incorrigible,” she accuses, but her eyes sparkle with amusement.

“And you love it,” I shoot back as we spin together to the beat, the rest of the world blurring into the background. 

With every beat, our dance morphs into something more—a kinetic conversation of touches and glances that speak louder than any words. Katrina's hand slides up my back, her fingers tracing the curve of my spine, sending shivers that pierce through the haze of the night. I respond in kind, my hands venturing lower, mapping the contours of her hips, drawing her even closer. Our breaths mingle, quick and ragged, as the music and the moment envelop us.

The world around us dims, the crowd's cheers and laughter fading into a distant echo. It's just her and me, dancing on the edge of decency, our bodies communicating a primal, undeniable desire. Each contact, each little caress, stokes the fire, and I'm lost in the sensation, in the intoxicating feel of her so close.

As the bass thumps its urgent rhythm, Katrina and I fall deeper into the spell of the night's revelry. Her hands grip my waist, pulling me flush against her, our bodies moving as one entity against the swell of music. My fingers tangle in her slicked-back hair, drawing her head back slightly to allow the strobe lights to play across the sharp angles of her face. Her breath comes in quick bursts, mingling with mine, hot and heady in the cool night air.

Katrina's hips press against mine with each beat, her movements bold and unapologetic. I match her, step for step, our feet tracing patterns on the dance floor that only we understand.

As the music builds, our movements become a frantic mimicry of the crescendo. Katrina’s hand slides from my waist to the small of my back, her fingers splayed wide, pressing me closer. My own hands roam over her shoulders, down the fine fabric covering her arms, feeling the heat of her skin beneath.

As the final notes of the song hang in the air, we come to a stop, foreheads pressed together, breathing hard. The intensity of the moment pulses around us, tangible and throbbing, like the afterecho of the song just ended. Our gazes don't waver, the challenge morphing into something deeper, a promise of what's to come, spoken in the heavy silence between breaths.

And then before we can lean into a dangerous kiss, Amelia pulls us apart and whispers into my ear, “Easy, Tigress, Ryan is here!”


Chapter Four 

(Katrina)

As the pulsating beats of the party recede into a rhythmic backdrop, I navigate through the crowd of gyrating bodies. Trisha follows closely behind me, her presence a reassuring touch at my back. We weave through the dancers, the laughter and chatter surrounding us feeling distant and muffled.

Before we had left our dancing to search for Ryan, Amelia had told us that Ryan had come to the party looking miserable. He wasn’t even in costume and his face was a picture of misery.

Thinking about all the ways Ryan could have found out about Trisha and I, we march through the crowd, exchanging nervous glances every now and then.

Finally, I spot Ryan. He's isolated himself from the festivities, standing against the wall of the house on the patio. His posture is rigid, his face etched with a seriousness that immediately sets off alarm bells in my mind. The usual light in his eyes is dimmed, replaced by a shadow of something heavy.

"Ryan?" I call out as we approach, my voice laden with concern. He looks up, and the worn expression on his face tightens my chest.

"Mom, Trisha," he greets us, his voice strained.

“What’s wrong?”

Ryan looks at me with bloodshot eyes. He’s been drinking… heavily.

"I… I've been fired."

The word hits like a physical blow, knocking the air from my lungs. "Fired? But why? What happened?" I demand, stepping closer. Trisha's hand finds my shoulder, a silent offer of support.

Ryan rubs the back of his neck, looking down before meeting my gaze again. "It was a misunderstanding at work—a major client thought I mishandled their accounts. It wasn’t true, but… the blame fell on me. I tried to explain, but they wouldn’t listen."

His voice breaks slightly, the edges of his composure beginning to fray. I reach out instinctively, my hand gripping his arm. "Oh, Ryan, I’m so sorry," I murmur, my heart aching for him. The festivity around us casts a stark, mocking contrast to the pain in his eyes.

He nods, his throat working hard as he swallows. "I don’t know what to do next," he admits, his voice tinged with vulnerability that slices through the surrounding party noise.

“Okay, first we need to get you away from all this noise,” I say, turning to Trisha with an apologetic look, “I’m sorry, I need to do this.”

“It’s okay, Katrina. I understand. I’ll handle things here,” Trisha replies, giving me a supportive smile.

I fight the urge to embrace her, to tell her how much I’d rather stay by her side than be anywhere else. But I can’t leave Ryan—not again.

“Take him to the bedroom. And take care, Ryan. Everything will be okay. We are with you,” Trisha says warmly, pulling Ryan into a hug as he stands there, nodding somberly.

As they part, I guide Ryan away from the cacophony of the party, each step feeling heavier than the last.

As I steer Ryan through the main hall, the party seems to have escalated into a surreal carnival. Masks lie abandoned on tables, while others sport multiple ones, their faces a bizarre montage of expressions. Shadows flicker with whispered secrets and stolen kisses, stirring a pang of longing within me for a private moment with Trisha that just hasn’t come tonight.

Reaching the bedroom, I push the door open, only to stop dead. There, in the dim light, Amelia and James are tangled together on the bed, lost in a fervent embrace. I snap the door shut before they notice, a quick raise of my eyebrows the only sign of my surprise. A part of me smiles for Amelia—birthday girl getting her birthday wish, after all—but I hope she doesn’t fall too hard for James, the notorious heartbreaker of our group.

Shaking off the interruption, I lead Ryan down the hallway to the guest room, his steps heavy, his mumblings about lawsuits and his firm filling the quiet.

We enter the guest room, a space thankfully devoid of any other party refugees. I guide him to sit on the bed, then pull up a chair to sit across from him. His face is drawn, eyes shadowed with the weight of his sudden unemployment.

“Ryan, look at me,” I start, my voice gentle but firm. “We’ll figure this out. If suing is the right step, we’ll get the best legal help. But first, tell me everything. Start from the beginning, and we'll sort through it together.”

As he begins to unravel his story, my mind is partly with him, trying to be the rock he needs. Yet part of me drifts, caught up in the echoes of laughter and music from the party, wishing the night had unfolded differently, allowing me a moment to just be with Trisha under the fairy lights, away from the chaos of unexpected crises.

I listen intently, piecing together the nuances of Ryan’s situation. His frustration is palpable, each word heavy with disillusionment. I nod, absorbing the details, already plotting our next steps.

"Ryan, you definitely have a case here," I assure him once he finishes, my tone firm and resolute. "I'm in touch with some excellent lawyers who specialize in employment law. We'll make sure to fight this, to get you the justice you deserve."

He looks up, hope flickering in his eyes for the first time tonight. "Really? You think I can win?"

"Absolutely," I respond without hesitation. "You were wronged, and we're going to set it right."

As he digests this, I lean forward, placing a comforting hand on his knee. "And Ryan, you don’t have to go through this alone. If you want, you can stay with me for a while. It's not good for you to be alone right now, not with all this weighing on you."

His gaze meets mine, gratitude mixed with relief spreading across his features. "Thanks, Mom. I… I think I'd like that. It's been tough, trying to handle this all by myself."

"Then it’s settled. You’ll stay with me." I give his knee a reassuring squeeze. "Let’s not worry about it tonight anymore. Try to relax a little, join the party, or just get some rest here. Whatever you feel like doing."

He nods slowly, a burden lifted, at least temporarily. "I think I’ll just stay here for a bit, try to clear my head."

"Of course," I say as I stand, smoothing my dress. "Take your time. I'll check on you later, and we can talk more tomorrow."

Leaving the room, I close the door softly behind me, my mind already racing with legal strategies and supportive measures. But as I step back into the corridor, the distant sounds of celebration remind me of the night still unfolding, of Trisha waiting somewhere among the festive chaos. A deep breath steadies me; there’s much to handle, but for now, Ryan is settled, and it’s time to return to the party, to life’s complicated dance.

As I step back into the lively whirl of the party, the relief of having Ryan settled mixes with a budding curiosity to find Trisha. The music and chatter create a vibrant backdrop as I navigate through clusters of laughing guests and dancing couples. My eyes scan the crowd, searching for her, until I spot her at the bar. She’s engaged in conversation with a striking redhead wearing a mermaid gown that clings to her curves like a second skin. They both laugh, a moment of genuine amusement passing between them, and my heart tightens just a touch.

Approaching the bar, I watch them for a brief moment. The redhead has an ease about her, confident and radiant. As I draw closer, their conversation pauses, and they both look up. The redhead’s smile is warm and open, her eyes twinkling under the dim lights.

“Excuse me,” I start, addressing the redhead with a polite but firm tone, “could I steal Trisha for a minute?”

Her smile broadens, understanding flickering across her features. “Of course, she’s all yours,” she replies, her voice tinged with a playful lilt. She gives Trisha a small nod, an unspoken 'see you later' hanging between them.

Grasping the opportunity, I reach out, taking Trisha’s hand, and gently pull her to the side, away from the noise and the bustle of the bar. The redhead turns back to her drink, her attention already shifting as she rejoins the flow of the party.

Once we're a few steps away, in a quieter corner, I face Trisha, her expression one of mild surprise mixed with curiosity.

“Who was she?” I ask, keeping my tone casual, but a hint of curiosity lingers.

“Just an old college friend,” Trisha replies, her smile easy and unguarded.

“Old friend, or an old experiment?” I probe a little, half-teasing.

“A bit of both,” she admits with a chuckle. “She had a crush on me back in college. I kissed her once at a party, just to make her happy. I wasn’t sure about my sexuality then, but now…”

“Now, you are mine,” I interject smoothly, pulling her closer. My lips brush her earlobe, eliciting an involuntary moan from her. “I can’t stay away from you any longer,” I whisper, savoring the shiver that runs through her.

“Is Ryan okay?” she manages to ask, her voice a mix of concern and distraction.

“He’ll be fine. I promised him the best help,” I reassure her quickly.

“Good,” she nods.

“Good,” I echo, tracing the outline of her neck with the tip of my tongue, feeling her tremble under my touch.

“Bedroom again?” she murmurs into my ear.

“Already occupied by two occupants you won’t believe.” I grin.

“Granny Carla and the blonde waiter with the mohawk? She seems to have taken a liking to him,” she guesses, half-joking.

“No, Amelia and your brother, James,” I reveal, watching her reaction closely.

“Fuck no!” Trisha exclaims, stepping back slightly, her eyes wide with shock behind her mask. “I told that girl to stay away from my brother. He’s bad news.”

“Well, her expression when I found them told me she was really enjoying whatever bad news James was delivering,” I quip lightly.

Trisha shakes her head, frustration evident. “He’s a player, Katrina. A real fuckboy.”

I nod, understanding her concern, then gently take her hand. “Look, can we stop worrying about scandalous toasts, sons needing their mothers, and best friends falling for fuckboys for just a minute?” I suggest, hoping to draw her back into our own little world, even if just for the rest of the night.

Trisha gives me a knowing look, a mischievous glint lighting up her eyes. "Yes, I can put that aside, and honestly, I want to. I've been craving you too, especially when you're channeling that gangster lady vibe. Makes me wonder how cruel you can be in bed."

I can’t help but smile, feeling a thrill at her words and the promise they hold. "It seems we're in a bit of a predicament, though," I say, gesturing subtly towards the occupied rooms. "Master bedroom’s taken, guest bedroom too."

We both pause, momentarily stuck, then Trisha's face lights up with a sudden idea. "The wine cellar is just a ten-minute walk from here," she suggests eagerly.

I raise an eyebrow, a mix of shock and excitement stirring within me. "Will you manage that walk in those heels?" I ask, half teasing, half concerned.

Trisha laughs, stepping closer, her confidence unwavering. "For you, I'd walk a tightrope," she declares, and her determination sparks something wild and adventurous in me.

"Then let's go for a walk," I agree, my voice low and full of anticipation.

∞∞∞

Slipping away from the party is easier than expected; the darkness of the night and the intoxication of the guests cloak our escape. We giggle like teenagers, the thrill of sneaking out adding an edge to our excitement. As we start down the hill along the unlit slope on the side of the house, the absence of decorations and dim lighting keeps us hidden.

Trisha, ever the daring spirit, navigates the descent in her heels with a grace that belies the challenge, until a misstep sends her lurching slightly. I catch her swiftly, my arms wrapping around her waist to steady her.

“You okay?” I ask, concern lacing my tone.

Laughing off the near-tumble, Trisha nods. "Yeah, but maybe I should take these off before I break an ankle.”

“Good idea,” I agree, watching as she bends to remove her high heels. Taking them from her, I tuck them under one arm and offer her my other arm for support.

As we resume our walk, the ground uneven under her bare feet, Trisha winces slightly. “Ouch, my legs are starting to protest this adventure.”

Without a second thought, I scoop her up, slinging her over my shoulder in a fireman's carry. She bursts into laughter, the sound echoing softly in the quiet night. “This seems only appropriate,” she jokes, her voice bubbly with delight. “A gangster kidnapping a young girl to have her way with her… consensually, of course.”

“Only the best for you,” I reply, my tone playful as we continue our descent.

Moments later, the outline of the oak doors built into the hill leading to the wine cellar emerges from the darkness, our excitement building. But as we approach, a flicker of light catches my eye—security cameras.

“Looks like we’ve got an audience,” I murmur, nodding toward the cameras that dot the building’s exterior.

"We'll just say we needed to check the vintage stocks or something," Trisha suggests with a chuckle, still comfortably slung over my shoulder. I can feel the benefits of all those squats and lunges now, carrying her with ease.

"You remember the security code, right?" I ask as we approach the cellar doors, her weight a comfortable presence.

"Like the back of my hand!" she replies confidently, her voice muffled slightly against my back.

Her assurance boosts my spirits even further, and I navigate the last few steps to the door with a newfound enthusiasm. With Trisha's directions murmured into my ear, we make quick work of the security keypad and enter the wine cellar.

Once inside the cool, dimly lit confines of the wine cellar, I gently lower Trisha to the ground. The earthy scent of aged wine envelops us, mingling with the thrill of our secret escape. 

Trisha's eyes, alight with mischief and desire, meet mine as she straightens her dress. The tension between us, a palpable current, crackles in the air. Without another word, I close the distance between us, my hands finding her cheeks as I pull her into a fervent kiss.

The kiss is deep, hungry, our lips moving in a desperate rhythm that echoes the pounding of our hearts. Trisha responds with equal fervor, her hands threading through my hair, tugging me closer. The taste of wine on her lips mingles with the excitement that courses through me, driving me to deepen the kiss further.

“I want to rip your dress off,” I say.

“I need to get back to the party, baby. Do you want me to walk in naked in front of that redhead I was talking to?” Trisha teases, as she slips a hand inside the jacket of my suit and grabs one of my tits, giving it a hard squeeze.

“Yes, I would love to see her get wet for you, before I take you in front of her,” I groan and slide a hand inside Trisha’s 1940’s themed hair and grab it by the roots to yank her hair back.

“Aah! Fuck, you like letting people know I am yours, huh?”

“Hell yeah,” I whisper, taking Trisha’s lower lip in my mouth and pulling on it until it is stretched to its limit.

And then we start kissing again, and this time when Trisha’s tongue enters my mouth, I close my teeth gently on it, holding it captive as I slowly suck hard on it. Trisha's eyes open immediately and I can sense that a smile starts to form on her face, forcing her to break off the kiss.

"That was unbelievably sexy; no one has ever done that to me before, Kat."

“No one’s ever made me go feral like you do, my baby,” I growl the word ‘baby’ out, and then grab Trisha by her waist, lift her up, and place her on one of the barrels.

Taking off my jacket and discarding it with a toss, I approach Trisha as she wraps her legs around my waist. We kiss tenderly this time, and I take my time absorbing her taste into my senses, into my very DNA. I allow her tongue to lead as it laps and thrashes inside my mouth, while I open my mouth fully to give her tongue all the room to play with.

And then a primal hunger grips me again when Trisha moans into my mouth. It’s always her moan, so feminine, so innocent, but underlined with so much lust and longing.

I pull away and bend forward to lick the deep, juicy cleavage that Trisha has been parading all night through her sweetheart neckline. I mumble her name, like a mantra, as my tongue gives her cleavage a very wet and sloppy lick that extends till her jawline.

And then I go back down, using a combo of shorter and longer licks until Trisha is half-moaning and half chanting dirty little things meant only for me.

“Kat, fuck Kat… oh god, just fucking bite on my nipple! Take it in, baby! Take it and fucking brand it with your teeth! Oh, Katrinaaaaaa!”

With care and delicacy, I gently pull the neck of her dress down, to feast my eyes on her firm tit that pops into view like the most beautiful sunset known to man. Her nipples are hard, and they beg for my attention.

I don’t need to be told twice. Leaning in, I capture her nipple between my teeth, grazing just enough to elicit a gasp that echoes off the walls of the cellar. Trisha writhes beneath me, her hands clawing at the barrel, seeking purchase as pleasure courses through her.

Her reactions fuel my desire even more, and I alternate between gentle licks and firm nips, listening to the symphony of her moans. Her hands find my head, guiding me, encouraging me.

“The other one too!” she pleads, and I oblige immediately, shifting my attention to the neglected nipple. My hand trails down her back, nails scraping lightly against her skin, exposed through her backless dress, as I bring her closer to the edge.

Trisha's hips start to move involuntarily, grinding against me as she seeks more friction, more contact. Her breaths come in ragged gasps now, and I can feel the heat radiating from her core.

"You're so fucking hot," I whisper huskily, my voice dripping with lust. "I could do this all night."

"Who says we're stopping?" she pants, her eyes blazing with a mix of challenge and desire. She hooks her legs tighter around me and begins to grind against me with an intensity that makes the barrels beneath us creak and shift. My grip on her tightens as I match her rhythm, our bodies moving in perfect sync as though we were born to do this dance together.

Trisha's fingers dig into my shoulders, pulling me closer until there's no space left between us. Her hot breath fans across my neck, sending shivers down my spine. God, she's intoxicating, and I want nothing more than to lose myself in her.

Her grinding becomes more desperate, her moans louder as she chases her climax with single-minded determination.

I kiss her hard, biting her lip slightly as I feel her hands move to my bra. She snaps it off with surprising ease, and in a brief second, I'm free of it before she flings it aside like it's a nuisance. Her hands are on my breasts now, squeezing and kneading, making my own moans join hers in a duet of raw, primal need.

"Fuck, Trisha," I gasp, my voice barely above a whisper as her thumbs circle my nipples, sending jolts of electricity straight to my core. "You're driving me insane."

"Good," she breathes against my lips, her eyes dark with desire. "Because I'm already there."

Before I can respond, she leans forward and captures my nipple in her mouth, sucking hard while her hands continue their relentless assault on my breasts. The sensation is so intense that I arch my back, pushing myself further into her mouth.

Without warning, the barrel beneath us shifts precariously. A sudden jolt sends us teetering on the edge of collapse. Trisha's eyes widen with surprise as gravity takes over. She lets out a gasp, but my reflexes kick in just in time. I catch her, lifting her effortlessly into my arms as the barrel clatters to the floor, rolling away like a rogue wheel.

“Good thing the barrel was empty!” Trisha breathes out.

"Guess we'll need a sturdier surface," I chuckle, slightly out of breath but not breaking eye contact with Trisha. She wraps her legs around my waist tighter, her nails digging into my back as if refusing to let me go.

"Sturdy or not," she growls, "I need you now."

Her demand sends a thrill through me. I tighten my grip on her, feeling the power and weight of her body in my arms. The cold stone floor beckons, promising a contrast to the heat between us. I lower us both with measured care, her back meeting the stone with a soft thud.

As our bodies settle, Trisha’s eyes never leave mine. Her gaze is filled with unapologetic hunger. Reaching down, I slowly begin to unbutton my pants, teasingly dragging out each motion. The anticipation in her eyes grows with every second.

“Hurry up,” she breathes, her voice tinged with urgency.

Her hands fly to my waist, assisting with a feverish kind of impatience that only spurs me on. My fingers finally slide under the waistband, pushing the fabric over my hips and down my thighs. I step out of them, revealing the red lace of my panties that are already damp with desire.

Trisha's eyes darken at the sight, her tongue tracing her lips with blatant need. I hook my thumbs into the sides of my panties, sliding them down and stepping out of them with an ease born of necessity and pure want.

I sit down with my legs parted in front of her, and so does she.

With one deft motion, I pull her closer again, our breaths mingling in the cold air of the cellar. Trisha’s fingers move to the hem of her own dress, hitching it up as she shivers beneath my touch. I assist, lifting the fabric higher until it's bunched around her waist, exposing her lacy undergarments.

“Fuck,” I murmur, taking in the sight of her glistening core. My fingers trace over the lace, feeling her wetness seep through. She whimpers, arching into my touch, and I can’t help but grin.

Trisha gasps, her body arching as our pussies grind together, scissoring like crazy. I can feel her heat against my pussy, and it sends shivers of pleasure through me.

Her moans become louder, and her hands grip my shoulders, digging into my skin.

I grab her shoulders as well, pull her in, and then really give it my all. The feel of Trisha’s wet pussy on mine is euphoric. It pushes me to roll my eyes back, to thrust my hips like a madwoman, to scream so loud that my veins start straining against my throat.

She matches my rhythm, our slick bodies sliding together in a dance as ancient as desire itself. I reach down between us, my fingers finding her swollen clit and circling it with just the right pressure.

"Yes, Katrinaaaahhh," Trisha moans, and the way she says my name, like a plea and a command all at once, makes me even wetter. "Don't stop."

I don't plan to.

My thumb works its magic, pressing and pulsing against her. I watch her throw her head back, exposing the graceful line of her throat as she gets closer to the edge. Her muscles clench and unclench, her abs, all six of them come into view, and make me want to lick the sweat right off them.

Her fingers scramble for purchase on my skin, leaving trails of fire in their wake. The cold of the stone below us couldn't be more opposite to the heat we generate together. Our skin is slick with sweat, glistening in the dim light filtered through the rows of wine bottles.

"More," Trisha pants, meeting each of my thrusts with one of her own, strong and insistent. The sound of our skin slapping together fills the cellar, a secret symphony for this sacred space amidst the slumbering barrels of wine. The musky scent of our arousal mingles with the earthy aroma of aged oak, creating an intoxicating blend that seems to heighten every sensation.

Trisha's hands find their way to my breasts, squeezing aggressively as she had done to me earlier, mimicking my own kinks with a perfection that has me seeing stars.

My hands wander down to her ass, gripping tightly and urging her harder against me. Our movements become desperate, erratic, driven by the raw need to climax. I revel in the feel of her toned body pushing into mine with reckless abandon, the way she takes what she wants and gives it back tenfold.

And then, both of us reach the peak of pleasure at the same time.

The world narrows to this single, explosive moment where we shatter together. I can hear Trisha's cries echo off the walls, a sweet and sinful melody that sends ripples through my very soul.

I collapse onto her, our bodies still joined in this delicious tangle. She wraps her arms around me, our breathing heavy and ragged, mirroring each other in the aftermath of our wild crescendo.

I can feel her chest rise and fall beneath me, the aftershocks of our release still coursing through our veins.

“That redhead really missed out on something by not seducing you properly in college!” I chuckle.

Trisha’s laugh is husky, spent. "No kidding."


Chapter Five 

(Trisha)

As we approach the house, it's clear the party is drawing to a close, but 'closing' at this bash means a scene of delightful chaos. Bodies are sprawled everywhere, some guests deep in sleep, others just teetering on the edge of consciousness.

Fresh from our exhilarating escapade in the wine cellar, Katrina and I can barely contain our glee. The intensity of our encounter has left us buzzing with energy, our steps light and our laughter easy as we weave through the remnants of the night's revelry.

The living room is a patchwork of exhausted partygoers, some draped over furniture, others curled up on the floor with makeshift pillows. The dim lights and soft snores create a surreal backdrop as we navigate through the festive wreckage, still flush from our own private celebration.

Only our closest friends were allowed to sleep over, but looking at the 20 odd bodies sprawled all over the place, it is clear not everyone got the memo.

But I couldn’t care less. I just had the best orgasm of my life… yet.

"I think I should check on Ryan," Katrina says, trying to break free from my grasp.

"And I need to make sure my brother hasn't completely corrupted Amelia, or if there's still some hope left," I sigh, but don't let go of Katrina's hand.

"Please, let me go," she whispers.

"How can I? You're like a drug to me," I moan, leaning in for a kiss.

But Katrina evades me and reminds, "We're playing with fire here."

"We've been playing with fire since we met. Right now? We might as well be dead and in heaven already."

"Well, speak for yourself. If I don't go check on my son after what I did to his ex-girlfriend, there won't be any chance of redemption for me," Katrina says with a pout.

"Oh, boo-hoo! Stop whining about having the ride of your life with a hot twenty three-year-old wine queen of the south," I tease.

"Oh yeah, it was pure torture," Katrina plays along.

"On a serious note though, maybe I should check on Ryan while you check on Amelia?" I suggest with a raised eyebrow.

"You and your constant need for changing positions," Katrina rolls her eyes playfully. We make our way down the dark hallway towards the guest bedroom and master bedroom.

“Alright, I’ll be waiting for you in the backyard in 10 mins, okay?” Katrina says, resting her hand on the doorknob.

“Aren’t you even going to knock?” I ask, smiling.

“It’s fun catching people in the act.”

“Oh, I forgot you are a voyeur,” I tease.

“Okay, now bye.” Katrina waves a hand and slowly starts turning the doorknob.

I leave Katrina to her shenanigans and walk down the hallway until I reach the guest bedroom. I knock, because unlike Katrina, I have no interest in catching my ex-boyfriend with another girl in bed.

A groggy voice asks me to come in.

Upon entering, I find Ryan in a mess.

His eyes are glassy, and there's a slight tremor in his hands as he sits on the edge of the unmade bed. I notice empty shot glasses scattered across the nightstand, remnants of attempts to drown his stress.

"Hey," I start, my voice softer than I intend. "You okay?"

He looks up at me with such vulnerability that it tugs at something deep within. "Yeah, yeah, I'm fine," Ryan mutters, rubbing a hand over his face in a futile attempt to wake himself up.

I sit beside him, careful to keep a respectful distance.

“How are you?”

“I was fine, ya know.” He looks at me with heavily lidded eyes, and I see that the man looks like a shadow of himself.

"Getting fired was a blow, but one I thought I could handle," Ryan begins, his tone steady but underlined with a hint of something more.

"That's great! I'm so proud of you," I respond, my voice filled with genuine encouragement. Yet I can't help but notice a shadow passing over his face, hinting at deeper troubles.

"Yeah, it was manageable," he continues, then pauses, his eyes clouding over. "Until I saw something that… completely shattered me."

The weight of his words hangs heavily in the air. I lean forward, my instincts sharpened by the serious timbre of his voice. "What did you see, Ryan?"

My heart pounds with a mix of apprehension and dread, sensing the personal stakes in his hesitation.

He glances briefly toward the window, his expression pained, then looks back at me with a troubled gaze. "It’s about where that window faces," he murmurs, almost too low for me to catch.

A cold realization dawns on me. The window offers a clear view of the path we took to the wine cellar—the path where Katrina and I, lost in our joy and reckless abandon, had made our way under the cover of darkness.

Hand in hand, giggling, stealing kisses in the shadows—every affectionate gesture potentially exposed. The implications of Ryan witnessing any part of that hit me hard, and I struggle to maintain my composure.

"Ryan," I start, my voice barely a whisper, "what exactly did you see?"

I shift closer to him, trying to see as much of his face in the dim lighting of the room. What I see is unsettling. It makes my heart race.

He is crying.

In all the time I had dated him, I had never seen Ryan Whitmore shed a tear, but here he was, sitting in front of me, a tear trailing down his cheek as I sense my feet go numb from the realization that’s slowly dawning on me.

Ryan has caught us.

He’s seen his mother with his ex, and it has completely shattered him.

“What did you see, Ryan?” I ask him again.

“You know what I saw,” he replies.

“I don’t know what you are talking about.”

“I saw you, Trisha, with…” He hides his face behind his hands and takes a deep breath.

“…with some guy in a suit.”

A guy?

My mind whirls, and I try to make sense of what’s just said. Why did he think I was with a guy?

And then once again, it strikes me a little too late. Katrina’s suit was very masculine. And in the dark, all Ryan would have seen was a suit, and not the person wearing it. Or maybe he could have seen something more if he was sober, but he was drunk out of his mind when he reached the party.

“You saw me with a guy?” I ask.

“Yeah, sneaking away from the party, hand in hand, I guess. Who is he? Who are you dating?”

“I… It was just one of my old college friends, Ryan. We just wanted some peace and quiet. There was nothing romantic about it.”

“Don’t lie. I think I saw you two kiss. Yeah, I am almost certain I saw you guys kiss. I couldn’t see the face, it was so dark. But please, don’t lie to me. Not today when I have lost everything.”

I take a deep breath to steady myself and buy some time.

“We might have kissed. I was drunk too. But what does it matter, Ryan? We aren’t together anymore.”

“And I hate that!” Ryan raises his voice. “I hate that we broke up. I hate that I let you go, Trisha!”

Ryan slams his fist against the cushion, his face contorted with emotion. "I've been thinking," he says, voice ragged, "and I've realized all I want is to settle down. Marry, have kids, have something… real. And you're perfect for that."

There's a silence in which the echo of his confession hangs heavy between us. "Perfect?" I scoff, leaning back. "Ryan, my idea of a 'perfect' evening doesn't involve picket fences and diaper duty."

He's on his knees now, gripping my hands with a frantic sort of energy. "But, Trisha, you could—"

I shake my head, pulling my hands free. "Ryan, you're not hearing me. That's not who I am." My voice is firm, carrying a blunt finality that he can't dispute.

“Okay! Okay.” He rises up and sits back down on the bed, but there’s a manic energy about him that’s unsettling me.

“You can continue what you’re doing. You can make wines all your life if you want. I can live with that.”

“See, that’s the issue. I don’t want to be with someone who will ‘live with’ the fact that I want to be a winemaker all my life, and that too the best there is. I want someone who’ll be excited to hear that I want to be a winemaker all my life!”

“We can work our way there, Trish.”

“No, we can’t. You and I were never compatible. We were together because we were kids and didn’t know any better. Now I know want in life.”

“Yeah?” Ryan smirks. “And what is that? To sneak out of parties with random guys to fuck in the forest like a slut?”

Instant fury burns through me at Ryan's words, and it's all I can do not to slap the taste out of his mouth. I stand up quickly, my breathing heavy with rage.

"First off," I spit, my words venomous, "what I do and who I do it with is none of your damn business. And secondly," I step closer, towering over him—I'm not going to let him intimidate me—"don't you ever call me a slut again."

The atmosphere is electric, charged with my seething anger and his frustration. 

He stares at me, hurt flickering in his eyes as he processes his harsh words. For a moment, I loom over him, my breaths sharp and ragged, anger pulsing through me.

His expression shifts from hurt to hardened resolve as he stands, closing the distance between us with a single step. "I know why you won't get back with me," he says, his voice tight with resentment. "It’s because I wasn’t good in bed, right? That I didn’t know what I was doing?" His face is inches from mine, his breath hot and heavy.

“No, Ryan, it’s because we’re just not compatible,” I manage to say, striving to keep my voice steady.

He scoffs, a bitter laugh escaping him. “You need to stop lying,” he challenges, his eyes wild. Suddenly, he grabs my wrist and spins me around, pulling me back against him.

“Trisha, just stop and tell me who you're seeing now!” he demands, tightening his grip.

“Let go of me, you're hurting me!” I struggle against his hold, panic rising as I realize he's much stronger, and my energy is sapped from the night's earlier exertions.

“Just give me another chance, please!”

“Ryan, let me go!” I scream.

Just then, the door flies open, and James bursts in, with Amelia and Katrina right behind him. In a blur of motion, James lunges, his fist connecting with Ryan with a sickening crunch. I stumble forward as Ryan is wrenched away from me, crashing to the floor.

James grabs Ryan by the collar, hauling him up with fury written all over his face. Before he can strike again, Katrina rushes forward, intervening with a firm, “James, stop!” She pulls Ryan back, putting herself between the two men.

Amelia joins, tugging at James's arm, her voice a desperate plea to defuse the violence. "James, enough!" she shouts, trying to pull him away, creating a buffer between the enraged men.

Katrina's domineering presence seems to suck the fight right out of the room, her gaze sharp and commanding as she stares Ryan down. "You're leaving," she says, her voice low but so filled with authority it makes my skin tingle. Ryan, still cradling his jaw, nods mutely and scrambles for the door without another word.

James is still seething, muscles tense like coiled springs, but he allows Amelia to coax him into calmness. When they're both sure Ryan is gone and not coming back, they turn their attention to me.

"Are you okay?" James asks, his voice laced with concern.

I nod, but my body is still trembling from the adrenaline. "Yeah… yeah, I'm fine." My voice doesn’t convince anyone, not even myself.

Katrina steps forward, her eyes scanning me from head to toe, a silent assessment that both unnerves and comforts. "You're not fine," she states matter-of-factly. She reaches out, her fingers lightly brushing the spot where Ryan's grip had been. Her touch is electric, sparking sensations that make me forget my earlier distress.

Amelia is at my side in an instant, her arm wrapping around my waist. "Let's get you something to drink. You look like you could use it." 

∞∞∞

I hear Katrina's voice, low and reassuring, as she bids goodbye to Amelia and James at the door, telling them she'll stay with me for a while. A wave of relief washes over me the moment the words reach my ears, and I pull the blanket tighter around myself, sinking deeper into the couch. The house falls quiet, a stark contrast to the chaos of just an hour ago. The guests, roused abruptly and ushered out after Ryan’s outburst, left behind a scene reminiscent of a storm's wake.

As the door clicks shut, Katrina turns back towards me. Her presence fills the room, a calming force in the tumult of the night. She moves gracefully across the debris-strewn floor, her steps careful among the scattered remnants of the party. Settling next to me on the couch, she wraps her arms around me without a word. I lean into her embrace, my body still trembling slightly from the shock and adrenaline of the confrontation. Her hug is tight, secure, and I cling to her, my arms tightening around her.

We sit in silence, the only sounds the soft ticking of the clock and our synchronized breathing. The tension gradually ebbs from my shoulders, eased by her steady presence. After a few moments, Katrina shifts slightly, her voice soft but clear in the quiet of the aftermath.

"How are you feeling, Trisha?" she asks, her tone filled with genuine concern.

I pause, considering the whirlwind of emotions still battling inside me. "Shaken," I admit, my voice barely above a whisper. "But it's better now that you're here." My gaze lifts to meet hers, finding solace in her steady, comforting eyes.

Katrina gives me a small, understanding smile, squeezing me a little tighter. “I still can’t believe what he did,” she murmurs, her voice a blend of shock and concern.

I nod, feeling a tightness in my chest as I reflect on the night's events. “I’m surprised more than anything,” I confess, my voice low. “Ryan and I had our share of fights when we were together, but he was always respectful. He never even raised his voice. He was dominating, sure, but never threatening. This was… different.”

Katrina’s eyes meet mine, searching for answers in my expression. “I don’t know if this was out of character or just something I never knew about him. I don’t really know him that well,” she admits with a sigh.

I shake my head slowly. “It was definitely out of character,” I assure her, feeling a strange mix of defense and dismay for Ryan. “It was probably spurred on by seeing me with someone else.” I pause, the next words catching in my throat. “We had a close call tonight. Ryan almost caught us.” The admission hangs heavily between us, my voice lowering to a whisper. “Maybe that’s why I’m not as angry. I feel guilty… I’m dating his mother, and he’s clearly not over me.”

Katrina’s expression softens further, her eyes filled with compassion. “Yeah, but that still doesn’t justify him being physically violent. Things are getting really complicated, Trisha.”

I nod, feeling the weight of her words. The complexity of our situation seems to grow by the minute, and yet, here in the quiet aftermath, with Katrina’s arms around me, I find a semblance of peace amidst the chaos. “What do we do now?” I ask, not expecting an answer but needing to voice the question that’s been burning inside me since the moment Ryan’s anger erupted.

Katrina is silent, her gaze distant and thoughtful. I watch her, curious about the whirlwind surely spinning in her mind. She’s still in her suit, the very one that cloaked our identities earlier, safeguarding our secret. Her lipstick, which I had kissed away in the cellar, is gone, but her lips still hold a tempting allure in the dim light of the living room. There’s a calculated pause as she navigates her thoughts, her brain visibly ticking through scenarios and consequences.

Finally, Katrina turns to me, her eyes weary yet resolute. “I’m worried about Ryan,” she admits, her voice tinged with concern. “He’s going through so much right now. He needs… he needs a mother more than anything. Someone to help calm his storms, stop him from spiraling.”

I nod, understanding the depth of her worry. My heart aches for her, caught between the son she needs to protect and the relationship we’ve cultivated.

I whisper, breaking the heavy silence, “Does this mean we can’t go public with our relationship anytime soon?”

Katrina’s reply is a solemn nod. “Things are too volatile right now. I need to ensure Ryan is stable first. I owe him that much,” she explains, her tone grave. “He’s acting out because he’s isolated. He's just lost his job, seen his ex moving on, right when he thought he was ready to settle down. It’s like his entire plan for life just got upended.”

She sighs deeply, the weight of the situation pressing down on her. “I need to talk to him tomorrow, spend some time with him. And I need to make it clear how he should treat women. No son of mine is going to threaten anyone, no matter how much pain he’s in.”

Her determination is fierce, and it reinforces why I fell for her. Her strength, even in face of personal turmoil, is unwavering. I reach out, taking her hand in mine, squeezing it gently to offer whatever support I can.

“I am suddenly very afraid of losing you,” I blurt out, even though I don’t want to. Even though I know it will only cause more complications.

Katrina's eyes lock onto mine, a storm of emotions swirling within them. She presses her lips into a thin line, and after a heartbeat, she squeezes my hand back. Her grip is firm, unyielding—much like everything else about her.

"You won't lose me," she states, a trace of fierce determination in her voice. "But right now, I have to focus on being there for him. For Ryan."

“Yeah, I understand,” I say, but I can already sense a shift in Katrina. She is holding my hand and rubbing my shoulders, but her mind is elsewhere.

No matter how hard I try to reason with my mind, I can’t help but feel a sense of impending doom hovering over the paradise that Katrina and I had been living in. A night that was supposed to be about celebrating the thrill of secrecy has turned into a sobering reality check. We're two souls clinging to each other, finding solace in the midst of chaos.

I swallow the lump in my throat and lean in, pressing my lips to hers in a kiss that's more promise than passion. Katrina kisses me back, but even the way she kisses me is hesitant.

When I pull back, I feel like I've just tasted a bittersweet goodbye. The room is silent, and I can hear the ticking of the clock on the wall, each second feeling like a countdown to something inevitable.





Chapter Six 

(Katrina)

I stand on the porch of Ryan's modest house, my hand hesitating briefly before I knock firmly. In my other hand, I hold a box filled with home-cooked food—chicken parmesan, his favorite, with a side of creamy mashed potatoes and some steamed green beans, all prepared to offer not just nourishment but a semblance of maternal comfort.

As I wait for him to answer, I rehearse the words in my mind, planning how to heal whatever that’s been broken inside him.

The door swings open, and there stands Ryan. His appearance jolts me; his eye is bruised and swollen, a stark reminder of last night's confrontation. His hair is unkempt, and his clothes look like he slept in them. The sight of him, so broken and raw, fractures something inside me. This isn't just my son; this is a young man in deep pain, struggling to find his way back to stability.

"Mom," he murmurs, his voice rough, the use of the word laden with a mix of embarrassment and relief. He steps aside to let me in, his attempt at a welcoming gesture marred by his rugged state.

"Ryan," I start, my voice softer than I intend, "I brought you some food. Thought you might not be up for cooking." I hold up the box, trying to bridge the distance between us with the comfort of a home-cooked meal.

He nods, managing a weak smile as he takes the box from me, his fingers brushing against mine—a touch that sends a pang through my heart. "Thanks, Mom," he says, his eyes not meeting mine, focusing instead on the food.

"Let's sit down, Ryan. We need to talk," I say gently, steering him towards the living room. I need to address the pain he's feeling, the actions he's regretting, and the road we need to travel together from here. It's going to be a difficult conversation, but it's one we can't avoid any longer. As we sit, I prepare myself to mend what's broken, to guide him through this turmoil, and to remind him that no matter what, he's not alone.

Ryan and I settle into the worn, mismatched furniture of his living room. The space is stark, functional at best, with walls that boast no family photos or personal memorabilia—a reminder of the empty life he’s had to live over the years. It's painfully apparent in the barrenness of his living space, and it tugs at my heart.

"How's the eye?" I ask, trying to keep my tone light.

Ryan touches the darkened skin gingerly and smirks. "How does it look?"

"Like you lost a fight with a door," I retort, managing a small smile.

He chuckles, wincing a bit from the motion. "Did James send you here to finish the job?"

"Not just James," I reply, easing into the conversation. "The entire Carmichael family is up in arms, except Trisha, surprisingly. She's more sympathetic… understanding, even."

He nods slowly, his gaze drifting. "I don't need anyone’s sympathy."

"I'm not here to offer sympathy, Ryan," I say firmly, meeting his eyes. "I'm here because that's what family does. We stand by each other, no matter what."

He looks surprised. "So, you support what I did?"

"No, never." I shake my head, my voice stern but caring. "I don't support how you chose to express your feelings to Trisha, but I understand the pain you were in." I pause, taking a deep breath before adding, "And I understand the pain you've felt not just yesterday, but since I left you when you were just a child."

Ryan's eyes remain fixed on the box of food I brought, a tangible symbol of the care I wish I'd given him all those years.

As the silence stretches, I continue, "It's time we address all of it, Ryan. Your pain, my mistakes, and how we move forward from here. I'm here now, and I'm not going anywhere. Let's figure this out together."

“Okay, let’s address it all then. Tell me, why did you leave a five-year-old in such a toxic environment?”

“I thought I was providing for you,” I respond, my voice laden with regret.

“By abandoning me to study winemaking?”

“No, I left to ensure you’d have the opportunities I never did, to make sure you wouldn't end up like your father.”

Ryan exhales sharply, frustration evident. “You could have taken me with you!”

“I didn’t have the means. I left you with your father’s family because I believed they’d take care of you. I sent money every month.”

“Those checks? Aunt Sally took them as rent! After Dad died, I was nothing more than a servant in her house.”

I'm silenced by his words, my heart sinking.

“I was told you were well cared for,” I murmur.

“That was a lie, and you never checked on me personally. I’d have rather been poor and with you than with them.”

“You had already shut me out, Ryan. I tried to reach out many times,” I say, feeling the old wounds reopen.

“By then I was too angry to see past my disappointment. You should never have left me with them.”

“I didn’t want to leave you with your father—he was abusive. When I got a scholarship to UC Davis, he beat me until I could barely stand. I was terrified he'd turn that violence on you.”

Ryan looks at me, shock and realization dawning. “Dad used to beat you?”

“Sometimes,” I admit, the old fear flickering back.

“He never seemed like that kind of person…”

“To the world, he was just a harmless drunk. To me, he was dangerous. That’s why I arranged for you to stay with Sally. I thought she'd keep you safe from him.”

“And she agreed because she wanted your money, not because she cared about me,” Ryan concludes bitterly.

“Yes, I suppose she did,” I acknowledge, feeling naive for having trusted her.

“Were they abusive to you?” I finally ask, dreading the answer yet needing to know.

"Not physically, but yeah, mentally it was rough," Ryan admits, his voice tinged with bitterness.

I swallow hard, regret washing over me. "Ryan, I'm so sorry. I was young too, just twenty-three, sharing a tiny flat with six others. Whatever little I earned, I sent to Sally, believing I’d come back for you once I had enough saved."

“Mom, you still don’t understand.” Ryan’s frustration is palpable. “You could’ve brought the money yourself. Then, at least, I’d have seen you every month.”

"Do you think a five or six-year-old boy could handle seeing his mom once a month only to watch her leave again?" I respond, my voice strained. "Every visit would have just broken your heart all over again. I thought it was kinder to make the break once and hope you'd eventually understand and forgive me."

Ryan sighs deeply, the weight of years of misunderstanding hanging heavy between us. His response is slow, heavy with the burdens of our shared past, "It wasn’t kinder, Mom. It was harder. Every day I wondered if you’d stopped loving me, if I’d done something wrong."

Hearing his words, I feel the full weight of my choices, the impact of my decisions crashing down on me. I reach out, taking his hands in mine, needing to bridge the gap of years and pain. "I never stopped loving you, Ryan. Not for a single moment. I made choices that I thought were best at the time, but I see now how much they hurt you. I can’t change the past, but I’m here now, and I want to make things right. Whatever it takes."

Ryan meets my gaze, his eyes reflecting a tumult of emotions. After a long moment, he nods slightly, the gesture small but significant. It’s not forgiveness, not yet, but it’s a start—a step towards healing.

"Going through all this—with losing my job and the girl I thought I'd marry—I'm starting to understand what you went through. Being in your early twenties… it’s not always easy to make the right decisions. You did what you thought was best for me at the time."

Hearing him say he understands, even partially, nearly brings me to tears. It’s a validation I've longed for all these years.

“Being in your early twenties isn’t always the right time to get married, either, Ryan. It’s okay if you’re not with the person you thought you’d marry,” I try to extend the understanding he’s offered me toward the other turbulent part of his life—his love life.

“But I had everything lined up—a good job, a great girl. I was set,” he counters, clinging to the blueprint of life he had created.

“Being set isn’t the only reason to get married, Ryan,” I gently challenge him.

He searches my eyes, seeking wisdom in a sea of uncertainty. I squeeze his hands, reinforcing our rekindled bond with physical warmth. "Marriage is more than just stability. It's about passion, growth, and finding someone who loves all parts of you, even the messy ones," I explain, hoping to shift his perspective. "It’s about not settling because it seems like the next logical step."

Ryan’s grip tightens as he absorbs my words, his face relaxing slightly as he considers them. "Do you really think Trisha is right for you? Are you two truly compatible?"

After a pause, he whispers, defeated, "No."

"Do you love her, or do you love the idea of being married to her?”

"It could be either. I just thought… once I had a stable career, marriage was the next step. Like it would prove I’d made something of myself."

“Is proving yourself to the world what this is all about?” I probe further.

“I’ve always wanted to show that growing up without a normal family doesn’t mean you’re at a disadvantage. I wanted to prove, mostly to myself, that I didn’t need a family or emotional support to succeed,” he admits.

“But now, all you really want is a family,” I reflect his own realization back at him. "Maybe in trying to prove you don't need anyone, you’ve ignored what your heart truly wants—a family."

"I guess I just wanted to feel… normal. Accepted," Ryan murmurs, his voice barely above a whisper. "But instead, I've been chasing ghosts."

"Ryan, there's nothing more normal than craving love and acceptance," I soothe him, "and there's no shame in wanting a family—the real kind. One built on love, not expectations or appearances."

“But what if… what I’ve been craving proves to be way worse than loneliness? You walking away broke my trust in the concept of family. I don’t know how many more times I can break further, Mom.”

Ryan's voice breaks as he speaks, and tears start rolling down his cheeks. He tries to wipe them away but winces when he touches his bruised eye.

“I can’t speak for others, Ryan,” I begin, knowing what I'm about to say is crucial, “but I will never hurt you again. You have my word.”

Ryan looks up at me, and for a moment, I think he might reach out for a hug. But he just smiles, a small, grateful gesture.

“I want to trust you, Mom. And I am willing to give you another shot.”

I smile back, relieved yet somber. “Okay, I am still not happy about how you treated Trisha. That was very cowardly of you.”

“I know. That’s never happened before and will never happen again. Trisha doesn’t deserve that. She deserves all the love in the world from a guy who will be happy letting her be who she wants to be. And I wish she finds that man soon. But I know now, I am not that man for her, and you know what, neither do I want to be.”

“So, you’ll be okay if she starts dating again?” I probe, treading carefully.

“Yeah, as long as I don’t see her kissing him in front of me. I don’t think I am at a place where I can be around her and her new boyfriend.”

“That’s acceptable,” I reply, acknowledging his feelings.

“Who is he?” Ryan suddenly asks, his tone flat.

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if there’s someone,” I respond, holding my breath.

“You’ve become pretty close to her,” he notes.

“Yeah, we’ve built up a rapport,” I admit.

“If you find out who she’s dating, please keep it to yourself. On second thought, I don’t really want to know. It will just cause me pain,” he adds quickly.

“I thought you didn’t love her?” I question, probing his feelings further.

“I don’t, I think. But she still was a major part of the dream I was trying to achieve,” he admits softly.

“I understand,” I say, each second heavy with the sense that everything is coming to an end for Trisha and me.

“I am happy that you’re with me right now,” Ryan says after a pause, “I am happy that even though I lost my job yesterday, and got beat up by a Carmichael, I found my mum the next day. And I hope we never drift apart again. I really do.”

“I hope so too, Ryan,” I respond, my voice thick with emotion. Standing up, I grab the box of home-cooked food I brought. Walking toward his kitchen, each step feels heavy, burdened not just by the weight of the past but by the love I may have to set aside.

As I prepare to serve the meal, a tear escapes me for the woman I’ve come to love deeply. Letting her go—for my son—might just be the hardest thing I've ever had to do.

∞∞∞

Ryan and I sit in silence in Trisha’s cottage, which I’ve been renting. The tension between us is palpable; neither of us has spoken for what seems like an eternity. Each tick of the clock on the wall amplifies the nervous energy filling the room.

Suddenly, the doorbell rings, slicing through the quiet. Ryan shoots me a nervous glance, his eyes wide with apprehension. I give him a nod, encouraging him to stay calm and confident. Standing up, I smooth down my shirt and walk to the door.

I open it to find Trisha standing there, her face lighting up with a smile. She leans in for a kiss instinctively, but I hold up a hand, stopping her. “We have company,” I say hurriedly, my voice a whisper of urgency.

Trisha frowns, confusion clouding her features. She peeks past me into the cottage and spots Ryan sitting on the couch. Her irritation is immediate. “What is he doing here?” she asks, her tone sharp as she steps inside.

“He wants to apologize to you,” I explain, closing the door behind her.

Trisha rolls her eyes, clearly not pleased by the explanation. As she strides into the living room, her movements are stiff, her body language broadcasting her discomfort.

She stops in front of Ryan, her posture defensive, arms folded across her chest. "Yes?" she challenges, her tone biting. Ryan stands, his movements hesitant as if he's not quite sure how to navigate the space between them.

"I'm sorry, Trisha," Ryan begins, his voice faltering. "For how I acted, there's no excuse. It was wrong." He can't quite meet her intense gaze and looks down at the floor instead.

Trisha's response is firm. “What you did—it wasn’t like you. It’s not who you are,” she observes.

“I know,” Ryan admits, his voice low.

“And I hope you realize just how messed up it was. Grabbing me like that… It was scary,” she continues, not mincing words.

“I understand, and I'm sorry,” Ryan replies, finally lifting his eyes to meet hers. “I was drunk, upset about my job, and then seeing you with… someone else. But after talking to Mom, I realized it wasn’t just about losing you. It was about failing to achieve the life I thought I wanted.”

“What life?” Trisha prompts.

“The whole getting married and settling down thing,” he explains.

Trisha cracks a smile. “Oh, right, the marriage thing. I remember that was always more your dream than mine,” she says, lightening the mood slightly.

“Exactly. And now, I think I understand what I really need.”

“Which is?”

“To be surrounded by family. To feel like I belong somewhere, not just keep pushing everyone away as I used to. And not thinking that settling down and having a wife is the only solution to that.”

Trisha heads to the wine cabinet, selecting a bottle with practiced ease.

As I watch Trisha uncork the wine and pour three glasses, she keeps the conversation flowing smoothly. "Ryan, I've always wanted the best for you, even after we parted ways," she says, her voice sincere. "It wasn't because you were a bad person. We just had different aspirations."

We settle onto the couch with our glasses. Ryan takes a thoughtful sip, his eyes softening as he observes Trisha. "And seeing the glow on your face these days," he comments with a smile, "I'm pretty sure you've found someone who matches what you're looking for in life. Someone who isn't me."

At his words, Trisha glances my way briefly. I quickly look away, but not before my mind captures the image of her tonight. She's stunning, dressed in a way that suggests she thought we'd have the cottage to ourselves—a short denim skirt paired with a corset top that accentuates her curves perfectly.

I try to keep my eyes from going back to her. I try to keep dirty, vile thoughts about this woman at bay, as she continues talking to Ryan, who is still nursing a broken heart because of her.

“Ryan, right now, I am only focused on working with your mom to make sure Golden Harvest Vineyard becomes the success it deserves to be," Trisha states, placing her wine glass on the coffee table, the liquid sloshing gently. She catches my eye and holds the gaze for just a fraction too long, a silent message passing between us.

“And I am sure you will do just that. You and Mom make a great team.”

“We are more than just a team. We have developed a special bond.” Trisha looks at me, and I look at her. I notice the parting of her lips, and I can't help but remember those lips, all the places they've explored on my body. Heat suffuses my cheeks, and I have to take a deep breath to stop myself from reaching out to touch her.

“Trisha has become a close friend,” I add, and Trisha raises an eyebrow but does not say anything.

“I wish Mom and I had mended our relationship when we were dating. Maybe she would have talked some sense into me and maybe we would still be together.”

“Or maybe because of her, we would have broken up earlier? Maybe she would have made us realize there’s no future for us, and maybe… she could have helped us not waste our time?” Trisha leans back and crosses her legs. Her damn legs, which look incomplete without their favorite accessory, my tongue, sliding all over them.

I imagine my fingers running along the soft skin of her calves, tracing every curve and dip.

“Let’s not discuss ‘could have beens’. Everything happens for a reason.” I lick my lips that have gone dry from remembering all the times I have parted Trisha’s legs impatiently to dive right between them.

“Yeah, let’s discuss what could be, right? I see a bright future for the two of you. Ryan, I see you finding a better job very soon, followed by a woman who will greet you with a kiss when you come home from work. Katrina,” Trisha turns to me, “I see you having the best relationship with your son, and being the awesome mother you always wanted to be, and for myself,” Trisha pauses and looks away, “I see a heartbreak.” Then Trisha looks right through me as the words leave her lips.

“What? Why?” Ryan asks.

“I gave you one, right? Maybe karma has one in store for me too. When you break a heart, you also get yours broken. That’s what I’ve heard.”

“Shut up. There’s not a man in this world who has the courage to break your heart,” Ryan says, sipping on his wine.

“Maybe it won’t be a man at all. Maybe it will be a woman. An older woman. Maybe it will be your mother,” Trisha murmurs and my heart plummets to the bottom of my belly.

“What?” Ryan leans forward.

“Maybe Ms. Whitmore will leave us to help another vineyard reach its potential. You never know, right?” Trisha laughs, and Ryan manages a smile.

“No, she won’t do that. Unless they pay her like ten times more than you guys. Then I will make sure she leaves you guys.” Ryan winks.

I open my mouth to say something, but Trisha cuts me off, “I am just talking nonsense, aren't I? Tell me I am talking nonsense, Katrina. Please?”

The hope in Trisha’s eyes kills me from inside. She looks at me with such optimism that it catches me off-guard for a brief moment, before I respond with a very weak and frail lie. “Of course you are talking nonsense, Trisha. I will never leave you… guys.”

The ache in my chest is almost unbearable as I sit here, caught in the middle of what feels like an impossible choice. Trisha’s words echo in my mind, a mix of playful jest and painful truth. I can see the pleading in her eyes, the hope that I will laugh and dismiss her fears. But I can't, because deep down, I know that every decision I make has consequences, and this one could shatter two hearts—hers and mine.

I study her face, the laughter fading into a somber mask that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. She’s so beautiful, so vibrant, and for a moment, I see all the possibilities that could be ours. But then, the image of a young Ryan, abandoned and hurt, surges to the forefront of my thoughts, reminding me of the pain I’ve already caused once by choosing wrongly. My decision to leave him for what I thought was a greater good left scars too deep, wounds that we are only now beginning to heal.

As I look between my son and the woman who has become the epicenter of my world, the weight of my past mistakes presses down on me. What if I'm standing at a similar crossroads now? What if by choosing to distance myself from Trisha to protect my relationship with Ryan, I am making another mistake—one that could leave us all broken?

The idea of causing Trisha heartbreak, of not being there to see her smile every day, to feel her warmth, is excruciating. Yet, the fear of losing Ryan again, of not being there for him when he needs me the most, is just as paralyzing.

I am torn, shredded by indecision and haunted by the 'what ifs'. Every fiber of my being screams to defy reason, to grab onto the happiness that Trisha offers with both hands. But the memory of a little boy’s loss and pain holds me back, a reminder of the cost of selfish choices.

“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” I whisper to myself, more in hope than conviction. "Maybe this time, I can make it right for everyone." But even as I say it, a part of me knows the truth. Love, in all its forms, demands sacrifices. And sometimes, those sacrifices cut so deep they change the very fabric of our lives.

Sitting here, watching Trisha, feeling the love and desperation rolling off her in waves, I wonder if I’ll ever learn how to choose without causing pain. And in this moment of raw, overwhelming turmoil, I realize that no matter what path I take, part of my heart will remain here, with her, forever locked in a dance of what could have been.

Ryan’s words break through my reverie, bringing me sharply back to the present.

"So, have you forgiven me?” he asks Trisha.

"Yes," Trisha says, her voice calm but firm. "I’ve forgiven you, Ryan, but it's not just up to me. You really upset a lot of people, especially Amelia. Her birthday wasn't supposed to go down like that."

Ryan nods, a serious set to his jaw. "I’ll make it right with her, and with everyone else. I promise."

Trisha nods as Ryan continues, “Mom has asked me to stay here for a while, to recover. She said I could stay after you and your family forgive me. So, if you have… I’d like to stay, if you'd let me."

Trisha's reaction is immediate, her eyes widening slightly at Ryan's words. The discomfort flickers across her face like a shadow, brief but unmistakable.

"Of course, you can stay, Ryan," she manages to say, her voice even but her smile strained. The graciousness in her tone doesn't quite reach her eyes, and I feel a pang of guilt for not discussing it with her first.

Ryan seems oblivious to the tension, relief washing over him. "Thank you, Trisha. I can't tell you how much this means to me," he says earnestly. "I'll never forget this generosity, especially after… how I behaved. I'm truly sorry." His gratitude is genuine, his apology sincere, and I can see it softens Trisha just a fraction.

"I'll move in tomorrow, then. I just need to go home and pack my things," he adds, already heading towards the door. "Goodnight, Mom. Goodnight, Trisha."

As the door clicks shut behind him, leaving us in the quiet aftermath, the tension in the room thickens. Trisha stands motionless, her arms wrapped around herself as if holding back a chill.

I step closer, my voice low. "Trisha, I should have talked to you first. I’m sorry for putting you in this position."

Her gaze meets mine, and there’s a mix of emotions swirling there—hurt, understanding, and something akin to resignation. "It’s your cottage too, Katrina. You have every right to decide who stays here," she says, but the words are hollow, bereft of her usual warmth.

"It’s not my cottage, Trisha. It’s yours. And I know how much this place means to you. Ryan staying here… it’s a lot," I admit, my own discomfort mirroring hers.

She nods slowly, then lets out a deep breath. "It is. But he’s your son, Katrina. And he needs you right now. But…” Trisha pauses, and before she says it, I already know what’s on her mind, “This was the only place left where we could… be how we want to be with each other. That was the whole point of me asking you to move in.”

I don’t respond. My mind frantically searches for words, but comes up with nothing. Trisha is right. This was our place. The only place where we could act like lovers and not like two professionals only concerned with winemaking.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Trisha says and takes a step towards me. In the warm ambient lighting of the villa, with the night sky already showing-off with its twinkling stars, her eyes seem to burn with an intensity that grips me.

“Just keep thinking it. Don’t say it.” She is inches away from me, her breath hot on my face, and her eyes are already undressing me.

“I think I want to,” I whisper, leaning into Trisha and pressing her forehead against mine, “You are what dreams are made of.”

Trisha smirks and gently wraps her arms around me. She presses her body flat against me and sighs.

“Can you fuck me tonight?” she says as her lips graze my earlobe and her breath tickles my neck.

“I don’t think…”

“Stop thinking, Katrina Whitmore. Were you thinking so hard when you came to The Grape Escape that night to ask me out?” Trisha asks, while her hands splay on my back and move up to enter my hair. She is breathing hard, and her eyes are closed.

“Yeah, I was sitting in my car outside, thinking what the hell am I doing, chasing after a girl twenty years younger than me?”

“Yeah? Well, what did all of that overthinking do? Huh? You were on your knees in front of that girl who was twenty years younger than you, eating her out better than anyone had ever eaten her out.”

I shut my eyes, feeling my body respond to her provocations, wanting her more than I care to admit. Trisha knows exactly how to push my buttons; she always did. Her fingers grip the hair at the nape of my neck as she pulls me closer, our lips mere breaths away from each other.

Her eyes flicker open, locking onto mine. She's reading me, decoding every flicker of desire that crosses my face.

“Will you fuck me tonight, Ms. Whitmore?” she asks again and steps back, striking a very seductive pose with her hands on her hips, her piercing gaze challenging me to take her right there and then.

I shamelessly lick my lips as my eyes travel lecherously down her body.

The hottest body I have ever felt.

The hottest body I will probably ever fuck again.

She arches her back and pops her chest put, and the corset top rides down her tits ever so slightly, revealing the top of her pink areola.

"Yes," I growl, my restraint crumbling under the weight of my desire. "I'll fuck you so good tonight, Trisha Carmichael."

In a flash, I close the distance between us, my hands gripping her hips possessively as I pull her flush against me. Our mouths collide in a hungry kiss, tongues tangling and lips bruising from the intensity. Trisha moans into my mouth, her hands roaming over my back, slipping under my blouse to feel the bare skin beneath.

You are supposed to be breaking up with her right now!

My own hands begin their journey, one sliding up her toned stomach to cup her breast while the other squeezes her ass. She gasps as my fingers find her nipple through the thin fabric of her corset top, twisting it slightly and eliciting another delicious sound from her lips.

I break the kiss, both of us panting as I look down at her heaving chest.

“If this is the last time, Katrina Whitmore, then make sure you spoil me for every other woman that ever touches me again,” Trisha says, and then she climbs on the low coffee table.

For a second, I worry that it will collapse under her weight, but it holds strong. I look up at Trisha, who is now standing tall over me, with my mouth level with her heaving tits.

She arches her back, her fingers deftly working at the laces of her corset top. With each pull, the garment loosens, inch by inch revealing more of her flawless skin. My breath catches as the top finally falls away, exposing her breasts in all their glory. They are perfect—firm, full, and crowned with delicate pink nipples that beg for attention.

Trisha stands there, unabashed and confident, her chest rising and falling as she takes deep breaths.

A fucking Greek goddess come to life.

Her eyes never leave mine as I step closer to her. I can't resist any longer. My hands slide around her waist, my fingers sinking into the soft skin just above the curve of her hips. My lips follow, kissing along her smooth torso, tasting the salt of her skin as I make my way up to her breasts.

I take it into my mouth, feeling it harden against my tongue as Trisha's moans fill the room.

Her hands find their way into my hair, pulling me closer, urging me on. I suck and tease her nipple, flicking it with my tongue and then biting down gently, making her gasp in pleasure.

She arches her back even more, thrusting her chest towards me, an unspoken plea in her eyes.

"Harder, baby," she whispers, the desperation thick in her voice.

"Yes… just like that," she pants, her voice trembling with need. Her other hand slides down to unbutton her denim shorts and she tugs them off with a quick, practiced motion, revealing the lacy black thong that barely covers her. My eyes devour her, taking in every inch of her perfect form. I can’t hold back any longer; my hands move to grasp her hips firmly.

"You're so fucking beautiful," I murmur against her skin, pressing my lips to the sensitive spot just below her navel.

Why did you have to be so fucking beautiful?

With a swift motion, I scoop her up into my arms, reveling in the feel of her smooth skin against mine. She wraps her legs around my waist, squeezing them tight, and I can feel the heat radiating from her core through the thin fabric of her thong. Her arms drape over my shoulders as she locks eyes with me, a mix of longing and challenge shining in those almond depths.

"Hold on tight," I whisper, my voice husky with desire.

She kisses my neck as I start towards the bedroom, her lips trailing fire along my skin. Every step sends a shudder through both of us, anticipation building with each movement.

The door to my bedroom swings open with a force that matches the intensity of our desire.

I toss her onto the bed, and she lands with a bounce, her hair fanning out like a halo against the dark sheets. She props herself up on her elbows, watching me with a seductive tilt of her head. My fingers make quick work of my blouse buttons, and I peel it off, revealing the sheer lace bra underneath. Trisha’s eyes darken with desire as she watches me undress. I step out of my heels and then unzip my pencil skirt while she starts playing with herself.

Her fingers slip beneath the lace of her thong, gliding over her slick folds. She gasps and her eyes flutter shut, the sight making my breath hitch. I step out of my skirt and crawl onto the bed, leaning down to kiss her ankle before trailing a line of kisses up her leg.

“Where’s ‘Stabby’?” she asks as I hook my fingers in the waistband of her thong and pull it down with utter disrespect.

“You want ‘Stabby’ right now?” I ask, smiling.

“Yes, and I don’t want you to just stab me with it. I want you to… aaaahhh… fuck!” Her own fingers on her clit and her imaginations stop her from completing the sentence.

“You want me to fuck?”

“Yes!”

I reach for the nightstand and find the 8-inch strap-on dildo in the drawer. It's black, sleek, and already calling my name. I fasten it on, the harness snug against my hips. Trisha's eyes widen with anticipation as she watches me, her breath coming in quick pants.

She scoots back on the bed, spreading her legs wide for me, giving me a clear view of her glistening folds. Her fingers dance over her clit, and she bites her lower lip in a way that makes my heart race.

I grab her wrist gently and pull her hand away from herself. She whimpers at the loss of contact but doesn’t resist. Instead, she looks up at me with those pleading eyes, her body trembling with need. The tip of 'Stabby' brushes against her entrance, and she moans.

I press into her slowly, teasing her, letting just the tip enter before pulling back. Trisha's hips buck towards me, desperate for a deeper connection.

“Fuck you, you fucking bitch! First, you make me fall in love with you, then you make me change how I make wine, and now, you fucking tease me before you break up with me?”

I smirk and plunge 'Stabby' into her with a single thrust, filling her completely. Her back arches off the bed, and a guttural moan escapes her lips. I stay still for a moment, relishing the way she clenches around the toy before pulling out almost entirely, only to slam back in with even more force. Each thrust is hard and deliberate, her moans turning into screams of pleasure.

"Fuck, Katrina! More… harder!" Trisha's voice is hoarse with desperation as she claws at the sheets.

Trisha's moans become a symphony of raw, unfiltered desire. Her nails dig into the sheets, desperate for something to hold onto as I fuck her relentlessly. The pace is brutal, each thrust sending shockwaves through her body, and I can see the way her eyes roll back in pleasure.

I lean down, capturing her lips in a fierce kiss, my tongue dominating hers just as thoroughly as 'Stabby' claims her depths. Her hands fly to my back, clawing at me, urging me on.

Her body trembles beneath me, and I can feel her nearing the edge. I pull back, stopping all movement. She lets out a frustrated growl, her eyes blazing with unfulfilled lust.

"Don't stop!" she demands, her voice trembling.

I trace a finger down her cheek, watching the way she quivers at even the slightest touch.

“You will always be the love of my life,” I say, holding back a surge of emotions that come out of nowhere.

And then before they can overpower me and force me to break down in tears, I place ‘Stabby’ at her lips before she can respond with something that breaks my hurt a little more.

She eagerly takes it in her mouth, her tongue swirling around the tip. Watching her is intoxicating. The sight of her lips stretched around 'Stabby' drives me wild. Her eyes lock onto mine, filled with raw hunger and a hint of something deeper—something unspoken but understood.

I pull 'Stabby' out of her mouth with a pop, her saliva glistening on the toy.

Without wasting another moment, I thrust back into her, this time harder, our bodies colliding with a force that shakes the bed. Trisha's legs wrap around my waist, drawing me deeper, urging me to give her everything I have.

“Fuck, Katrina!” she cries out, her voice echoing off the walls. Each word is punctuated by a desperate moan as I pound into her relentlessly. Her nails rake down my back, leaving trails of fire in their wake.

Her breath hitches, and I can feel her walls tightening around 'Stabby'. She’s close, so close. My own desire burns fiercely, wanting nothing more than to push her off that edge.

"You feel so good, Trisha," I murmur against her ear as I thrust harder, deeper. The wet sound of our connection fills the room, mingling with her moans and the creaking bed.

"God, Katrina, I'm gonna—" Her words break into a cry as she shatters beneath me. Her body convulses, back arching off the bed as her orgasm crashes over her. I continue pounding into her, drawing out every last tremor of her release, not letting up even as her cries turn into whimpers.

Trisha's whole body is electric beneath me; it's a sight I can't get enough of. Her eyes flutter shut, then open again to bore into mine with an intensity that makes my heart skip. Sweat glistens on her skin, and I lean down to kiss the salt from her collarbone, savoring the taste of our shared passion.

I slow my rhythm, each thrust now deep and deliberate, drawing out every ounce of pleasure from her. Trisha's hands tangle in my hair, pulling me closer, and our lips meet in a searing kiss.

“I want us to cum together,” she whispers.

I nod, understanding what she wants.

I pull ‘Stabby’ out of her, and she moans as it leaves her feeling empty. I unstrap the dildo and throw it to the side.

I crawl up the bed and lay down by her side as we both fling our legs on top of each other. With eyes locked, staring into each other’s souls, we position ourselves so that our pussies are pressing together, slick and warm.

The sensation is electric, and I shiver as our clits touch. We start slowly, grinding against each other, our breaths hitching in unison.

Our hips move in unison, grinding against each other, building a rhythm that feels like an ancient dance. Each movement sends waves of pleasure coursing through my body, and I can see the same ecstasy mirrored in Trisha's eyes.

Her fingers find my face, caressing my cheeks with a tenderness that contrasts the ferociousness of our connection below. I return the gesture, cradling her face while our bodies continue their urgent dance. The friction is exquisite, every rub of our clits making us both gasp and moan.

"Fuck, you're perfect," I whisper, my voice ragged with emotion and desire. Her eyes soften, and for a moment, I swear I see vulnerability there.

Trisha’s breath hitches as her orgasm builds again, and I can feel mine rising to meet hers. The room is filled with our sounds: pants, moans, the wet, rhythmic slap of our bodies.

“Katrina! Baby!”

“Trisha, yes, my everything!”

Still cradling each other’s faces like two lovers right before they are about to fall asleep in each other’s arms, while the lower half of our body slaps against each other, pussies mushing together and creating a mix of our juices, we feel like we are no longer two bodies.

The bed creaks and shakes like it’s battling an earthquake, but our eyes never leave each other.

Our pussies burn with intense desire, and our skin is already turning red from the way we are grinding, but still, our eyes never leave each other.

With Trisha uttering my name like a prayer, and me nodding along, encouraging her to keep repeating it, we finally orgasm.

The climax crashes through us like a tidal wave, our bodies shaking and convulsing in unison. Trisha's cries meld with mine, a symphony of raw pleasure that fills the room, echoing off the walls and into my very soul. Our hips continue their urgent dance, riding out the waves of bliss until every last tremor has subsided.

When the final aftershocks fade, we collapse into each other's arms, chests heaving, skin sticky with sweat and slick. For a moment, everything is silent except for our heavy breathing. I can feel the rapid thump of Trisha's heartbeat against my chest, matching my own wild rhythm. The intimacy of it all is overwhelming, a raw and unfiltered connection that transcends anything I've ever felt before.

And then I remember what I have to do now, and all sense of calm and peace leaves my body, leaving me completely devastated.


Chapter Seven 

(Trisha)

Rain patters softly against the window, a gentle sound that nudges me from sleep. The room is dim, early morning light just beginning to seep through the curtains. I glance over, and Katrina is still asleep beside me, her breathing even, peaceful. It's a quiet moment, one that feels both tender and fraught with the weight of everything unsaid between us.

I slip out of bed and walk to the window, drawing back the curtain slightly. The world outside is gray and misty, drizzle blurring the early dawn. The sun, a mere suggestion behind thick clouds, casts a pale light that seems hesitant to fully wake the world.

I look back at Katrina, the rise and fall of her chest a steady rhythm that tugs at something deep within me. The first time I left her bed without waking her, it was because I couldn't handle the complexity of what sleeping with my ex’s mother entailed. Now, as I watch her, the reason feels eerily similar yet drastically different. It's about her again, and her son—my ex. How ironic that I'm contemplating sneaking away once more, not because she's just my ex's mother, but because she's the woman I love who is trying to mend her fractured relationship with her son.

Katrina stirs then, her movements slow, eyes fluttering open. She catches my gaze, and there’s a sleepy smile that flickers across her face before it settles into a more somber expression. "Coffee?" I ask, my voice sounding flat even to my own ears.

She nods, a silent acknowledgment heavy with unspoken words.

I head to the kitchen, the sound of my footsteps louder than usual in the quiet of the morning. As I scoop the coffee into the maker, the aroma of the grounds fills the air, a rich, comforting scent that does little to ease the tightness in my chest.

By the time I’m done, Katrina has joined me in the kitchen. We move together to the living room, the air between us thick with a tension that’s new and yet all too familiar. Without a word, she suggests we take our coffee to the porch.

I lead the way, stepping out into the cool, damp air. The rain has intensified, a steady downpour that drenches the world in a veil of water. I lean against the railing, letting the sound of the rain fill the silence between us.

Katrina stands beside me, close enough that I can feel the warmth of her body. We sip our coffee in silence, each lost in our own thoughts. The rain blurs everything beyond the porch into a wash of gray and green, a world paused under the weight of the storm.

“When do you want me to leave?” I ask.

“It’s your house, Trisha. You can leave whenever you want,” Katrina replies, her gaze heavy on me, but I avoid meeting her eyes.

“But I can’t, can I? If it were up to me, I’d stay here and keep making coffee for you. Maybe even take the day off work while we enjoy the rain, cuddled in some corner of this house. But… Ryan will be here in a few hours.”

My eyes follow a rivulet of water flowing down the hill and disappearing into the woods.

“He will be. But you can stay.”

“And do what?”

“Just hang out.”

“Hang out?” I smirk, the idea bitter. “As friends?”

“Yeah, we’ve been doing it for a long time now. It shouldn’t be that hard.”

I sip my coffee; it tastes bitter on my tongue. In fact, everything feels bitter right now.

“What’s the use, Kat? Why don’t you just say it? What’s taking you so long?”

The rain intensifies, sounding like music rising to a climactic finale. “Are you afraid it’ll become awkward working together? Or are you afraid I’ll ask my father to fire you? If you’re worried about your job, don’t be. I can continue working with you while nursing a broken heart.”

Katrina remains still, clutching her coffee mug so tightly that her knuckles turn white.

“At least say something,” I prod, and Katrina finally lets out a long sigh.

“What would you have done if you were in my place?”

“I don’t know, Katrina. You’re the older, wiser one. I’m just a young woman who fell in love with her ex’s mother. I didn’t think this far ahead.”

“I don’t think Ryan will understand… us, Trisha. He’s in a very broken place right now, and I can’t hurt him further. Imagine what it would do to him.”

“Have you imagined what it would do to me?”

“I have!” Katrina turns to face me, and we lock eyes. “I have, and it kills me!”

“Don’t lie. You knew we were heading this way the second we decided to get serious. You told me we would make it work.”

“I didn’t know Ryan would lose his job. I didn’t know he would suddenly have these dreams of marrying you!”

“So what? We broke up! We were never really that close!”

“But he doesn’t see it that way, Trisha!”

“Who cares what he thinks?” My voice rises above the rain, and I stare at Katrina, my heart pounding like a war drum.

“I do. He’s my son, and I abandoned him once,” Katrina whispers.

“And now you’re abandoning someone else again. Are you so sure that Ryan won’t bless us?”

“No, but I can’t take the risk. Once we tell him, we can’t take it back.” Katrina stares at me as if I am the one not making any sense. “I thought you said you’d support me with this.”

I shake my head in disbelief. “Yeah, as long as you reconnecting with your son did not mean the end for us! I thought these two things could happen simultaneously!”

Katrina sighs deeply, the sound heavy with resignation. "I never wanted to choose between my son and my happiness. I just hoped I could have both."

"And maybe you can," I counter, desperately clinging to hope. "Maybe Ryan will understand more than you give him credit for."

She shakes her head slowly. "It’s a gamble, Trisha. And it’s not just my relationship with him at stake—it’s his mental health."

"You think our relationship would damage his mental health?"

"I don't know," Katrina admits. "But I'm terrified to find out."

The thunder rumbles outside, mirroring the storm brewing between us. Rain lashes against the windows, the sound sharp and relentless.

"You should have thought about this before," I snap, my anger flaring. "Before you flirted with me, made me fall for you!"

Katrina flinches, her face a mask of pain. "I didn't know then what I know now about Ryan, about how deeply his childhood wounds run."

"So you were just undervaluing our relationship the whole time?" My voice rises with each word, hot and accusing.

"No," Katrina says quickly, her eyes pleading for understanding. "I was too optimistic, too caught up in the moment. It wasn't fair to you."

"And wasn't it obvious? Didn't you know the risks?" Her words sting, reminding me of the dangerous game we were playing from the start.

The room falls silent except for the drumming of rain against the roof and the distant rolls of thunder. My heart races, pounding against my chest as I grapple with the weight of her words and the reality of our situation.

"I knew," I admit finally, the admission tasting bitter. "But I thought we could manage it, navigate it together."

Katrina reaches out, her hand tentative. "Trisha, I am so sorry. This isn't how I wanted things to go. I love you, and letting you go is the last thing I want."

The sincerity in her voice nearly breaks me, but the echo of her earlier caution holds me back. "And yet here we are," I whisper, the sound almost lost in the thunder.

"Yes, here we are," she agrees, her voice heavy. "Caught between what we want and what might be best for someone else."

The laughter escapes me, hollow and bitter. Katrina's eyes flash with a mix of anger and sadness. "What’s so funny?"

"You," I say, shaking my head. "All those promises to Granny Carla about how we’d make it work, how nothing would come between us. And now look at us—stuck in a storm of our own making."

Katrina's posture tightens, her professionalism fighting with the personal chaos. "I believed in those promises, Trisha."

The weight of the moment presses down on me, a suffocating blanket of inevitability. "I guess you really did believe them," I murmur, the words more to myself than to Katrina. Her eyes remain on me, searching, but I know there’s nothing left to find.

The realization hits me like a cold wave—Katrina has chosen. She’s chosen her son over what we had, over the possibility of us. The dread that had been a faint shadow lurking at the back of my mind crystallizes into sharp, piercing clarity. The pain I had been bracing for engulfs me, overwhelming in its intensity.

My knees weaken, and for a moment, the world tilts dangerously. I clutch at the railing, the rough wood grounding me as I force myself to breathe through the tightness in my chest. The rain blurs the world outside into streaks of gray, mirroring the turmoil inside me.

“I should have just let Dad hire that 70-year-old winemaker from Tuscany,” I say, my voice hollow, barely audible over the drumming rain. “He might not have worked well with someone my age, but at least he wouldn’t have broken my heart.”

Katrina takes a step closer, her expression one of deep regret. "Trisha, I—"

“Don’t,” I cut her off, lifting a hand. “Just don’t. There’s nothing you can say that will make this easier. Not now.”

Silence stretches between us, filled only by the relentless patter of rain. I stare out into the storm, the cold droplets mingling with the hot tears streaming down my cheeks.

Katrina's voice is soft, almost lost against the sound of the rain. "I'm sorry, Trisha."

It's just one word, but it echoes painfully in the charged air between us. She turns her face away, unable to meet my gaze any longer, and in that small gesture, the finality of our situation becomes unmistakably clear.

I stand there for a moment longer, the storm outside mirroring the turmoil inside me. Then, with nothing left to say, I turn and walk away. Each step is heavy, each breath a sharp ache, but I keep moving, leaving behind the porch, the rain, and a piece of my heart.

I pause at the door, taking one last look at the life I thought I'd have, then step out into the storm, letting the rain wash over me, as if it could cleanse the ache from my soul.

One Week Later

Wrapped in a blanket like a burrito of despair, I lie sprawled across my bed with a documentary droning on about winemaking. It’s a tour of an Australian wine cellar—so romantic, so far away. As the presenter waxes poetic about barrels and aging processes, my mind betrays me, cartwheeling back to our cellar. Our hiding spot. The cool, shadowy place where Katrina and I would steal kisses between rows of aging wine.

I snap the TV off.

I can’t torture myself like this, not when every oak barrel feels like a punch in the gut.

I shove off the bed and wander over to the window, craving a distraction, any distraction. My gaze drifts down the driveway leading to the Carmichael cottage, just as the sky blushes with the last whispers of sunset. How poetic.

A car pulls up. It's Katrina's. My heart does a pathetic little flop. She gets out, followed by James. They exchange what looks like very official, very boring documents. So corporate, so Katrina. They shake hands—a proper business goodbye. Then, as James heads towards the house, Katrina does something that feels like a low blow; she looks up, her gaze piercing straight to where I’m spying from behind my curtain.

Caught like a teenager, I duck back, my heart racing traitorously. Moments later, I risk another glance. Her car is already retreating, taillights winking like she’s in on the joke of my heartbreak.

Realizing James will likely be up to see me next, I look around my room. It’s a heartbreak dump site—wine bottles standing like drunken soldiers, tissues littered like snow after a storm, clothes strewn in defeat. Time to tidy up the evidence of my moping.

I scramble, stuffing tissues into the bin and clothes into the closet. Who knew cleaning could be an Olympic sport? As I shove the last stray sock under the bed (out of sight, out of mind, right?), there’s a knock at the door.

"Trish? You in there?" James’s voice is too cheerful for someone walking into a den of gloom.

"Be right there!" I chirp back, voice oozing faux cheerfulness. I give my room one last scan. Looks like a normal room, if you ignore the scent of eau de despair.

Taking a deep breath, I open the door, plastering on a smile. "Hey, James, what’s up?"

James stands there, a puzzled look crossing his face as he takes in my forced grin. His eyes narrow, and I know he’s not buying my act. “You look like you’ve been hit by a truck, Trish. And not the good kind.”

I snort despite myself, crossing my arms defensively. “What’s the good kind of truck?”

He steps into the room, closing the door behind him. "The kind that's loaded with chocolate and wine maybe? But that's not why I'm here.” He waves the documents Katrina handed him earlier. “We need to go over these.”

I glance at the papers in his hand with mild interest before focusing back on his face. "Fine, let's get this over with," I grumble, flopping onto my freshly tidied bed.

James sits next to me, spreading the documents out on the comforter.

Tapping a chart, his finger tracing the lines of actual versus projected performance of the newly installed fermentation tanks. "Look at these numbers. Katrina's really done her homework on this."

I lean over, scanning the documents with a critical eye. The charts detail the efficiency gains and quality improvements since the tanks were operational. It’s impressive, annoyingly so.

“These tanks have adjusted perfectly to the varying temperatures this season, significantly reducing the risk of spoilage,” James explains, a note of admiration in his voice.

I nod, still hunting for a flaw. “And the maintenance costs? There’s got to be a catch.”

He flips to another page. “Maintenance is well within our budget. Katrina ensured the warranty covers most potential issues for the first five years.”

Of course, she would manage that.

Next, he shows me the solution to our grape-sourcing problem. Katrina had proposed partnerships with local small vineyards, a cooperative initiative to ensure a steady supply of high-quality grapes without the overheads of expanding our land.

“And she’s already drafted preliminary agreements with two vineyards. Here’s the expected increase in grape quality and yield.” He points to another set of charts.

It’s hard to argue with the numbers, but I try. “And the machinery for harvesting?”

He pulls out a sleek brochure showing state-of-the-art harvesting machines. “These bad boys can decrease our harvest time by 40% while reducing grape damage. Katrina’s got a demo scheduled next month.”

I throw my hands up, a mix of frustration and resignation washing over me. “It’s like she’s thought of everything.”

James hesitates, shuffling the papers before he speaks again, his tone uncertain. "There's one more thing Katrina suggested, something… a bit more radical."

I raise an eyebrow, my patience thinning. "Okay, hit me."

He pulls out a final document, laying it down carefully. "She's proposing that we start using synthetic yeast strains for fermentation. It's a new technology designed to enhance flavor profiles more consistently and increase fermentation speed."

My heart skips a beat—synthetic yeast? That's a massive leap from our all-natural approach, and an addition to all the different ways Katrina wants to change our current fermentation process, which has been her primary goal ever since she started working with us. "And she thinks this will work with our current setup?" I snap, more sharply than intended.

"She does," James nods. "She's run some preliminary tests, and the data looks promising. But she mentioned it's ultimately your call since it's a significant shift from traditional methods."

A significant shift indeed—one that could completely alter the identity of Carmichael wines. "And what do you think?" I probe, my voice laced with a mix of challenge and desperation.

James shrugs, a bit too nonchalantly for my rising frustration. "I think it could put us ahead of the competition technologically. But it's not just about the science, right? It's about what our customers expect from Carmichael wines."

"Exactly," I hiss, the frustration boiling over. "It's about tradition, about maintaining the integrity of what Dad built!" I can feel the edges of grief and anger blurring as I think of Katrina, pushing boundaries I'm not ready to cross.

"Yeah, she does push the envelope," James agrees, attempting to keep the peace.

I slam my hand down on the bed, startling him. "She pushes too damn hard, James! Ever since she joined, she has recommended a new fermentation technique every week. I have lost count of all the ways she wants us to change how we make our wine!”

He holds up his hands defensively. "Trish, I get it. You're upset. But maybe—"

"Maybe nothing!" I cut him off, the words sharp and biting. "Set up the meeting. I’ll be there. But I’m telling you right now, I’m not sold on this. Not by a long shot."

“Do you have sound logic to support what you’re saying, Trisha, or is this just… something else?”

I glare at James. How dare he?

“I have always been a professional, James. You know that!”

“No, I don’t! This is the first time I am seeing your back against the wall, and all I’m seeing is a woman who’s locked herself in a room, is avoiding her duties as the head winemaker of this vineyard, and is now letting her personal grudges come in the way of this vineyard’s success!”

My nostrils flare with anger, and a tug of war rages on in my mind as I debate whether James is right.

“James, I was sick.”

“No, you were getting over her!”

I am stunned into silence as James looks at me with accusatory eyes.

“What did you just say?”

“I know about the two of you, Trisha. I have known ever since Amelia’s birthday party.”

“That bitch! She told you everything, didn’t she? She’ll do anything just to get some dick that…”

“Trisha! I know because I saw the two of you sneak out of the party, hand in hand. I know because it was obvious to anyone with half a brain that you guys aren’t just friends at that party. I know because the two of you were stupid enough to get caught on the security cams near the cellar where you were hoisted over Katrina’s shoulder like a sack of rice. And then I saw one of your messages to Amelia on her phone. And before you say I was snooping, I was just taking pictures of her on our first date when the message just popped up!”

Fuck! Were we that obvious? Or were we that drunk?

“Who else knows, James?” I ask, my voice suddenly subdued.

“Except the head of security who showed me the footage from the cams, no one. I haven’t told anyone and asked him not to mention it to Dad or Matt as well.”

“Does Katrina know you know?”

James shakes his head. “No. And I don’t plan on telling her either. But I need you to be straight with me, Trisha. Is this about the vineyard or about her?”

His question hangs in the air like a heavy fog, suffocating and intrusive. I want to scream that it’s about the vineyard, about preserving my father’s legacy, but a small part of me knows that Katrina’s radical ideas and our tumultuous relationship have tangled into an indistinguishable knot.

“This is about both!” I finally explode, pacing back and forth.

James leans back, watching me with a mix of concern and a hint of pity. "You're going to have to untangle that knot, Trish."

I run my hands through my hair, feeling the frustration mount. "It's not that simple, James. You don't just flip a switch and separate business from… everything else."

"No," he agrees softly. "But you have to try."

The sound of my heavy breathing fills the room as I try to calm myself down. "She makes everything so damn complicated," I mutter.

"That's what happens when emotions are involved," James says, almost apologetically, “I just wish you had told me earlier. Maybe I could have helped.”

I look at my brother with half a smile, wondering how this asshole has suddenly grown a heart in the rotten wasteland that once used to occupy his hollow chest.

“Do you know why we broke up?” I ask.

“I can guess. Ryan?” he asks.

“Ryan,” I reply, deflated.

“Shacking up with your ex’s mother. That’s wild even for me, sis. Couldn’t you just have hooked up with her, enjoyed that delicious body, sucked her dry, and thrown the bones away without wanting to marry her and shit?”

“James!”

“Look, I understand. I’ve never been in love. But women have been in love with me, and I see what they go through when I break up with them. But I always leave them with this advice: there will always be another man better than me with a bigger penis who’d walk into their lives and make everything better, and that’s the same advice I want to give to you.”

“That another penis is the answer for me?” I ask, chuckling sarcastically.

“I mean, do you still like penis, or was this a temporary thing and… what are you anyway? Bi? Gay?”

“I am your sister, and I don’t want to be discussing this with you. And yeah, I think I’m gay.”

"Fair enough," James concedes, raising his hands in mock surrender. "But seriously, Trisha, figure out what you want. The vineyard is important, but so are you."

I nod, slowly exhaling the tension. "I know. I just need time."

“Take all the time you need. You have until tomorrow,” James says with a wry smile. “Or I'll tell Dad, and he'll definitely get your ass back to the vineyard.”

I nod, watching as he stands to leave. Narrowing my eyes slightly, I add, “And don’t break Amelia’s heart. Be honest with her about your intentions, okay?”

“She beat me to it,” James admits, shrugging. “She says all she wants is sex, and that’s all I’m giving her. But…”

“But what?” I arch an eyebrow, watching him stuff his hands in his pockets and gaze out the window.

“I might be falling for your best friend, sis.”

“Wow, we really are living in historic times, aren’t we? Me nursing a broken heart over my ex’s mother, and you falling for a woman who only wants sex for a change. What’s next on the list?”

“Dad hugging both his sons and saying he loves us?” James laughs, then gestures towards the folder on the table. “Go through that without any bias, and I’ll arrange a meeting with Katrina, Matt, Dad, and us for tomorrow. Be prepared, and be brave, okay? And if Dad won’t do it, then I will…” He leans down to hug me while I sit in silence, then return the gentle embrace.

“Thank you, bro.”

“Anytime,” he replies, flashing his characteristic thousand-watt smile before leaving me with the folder that carries both Katrina’s genius and the scent of her perfume.

∞∞∞

As I push open the conference room door, the sound of laughter greets me—an unusual scene here, especially coming from Dad. Katrina has just cracked a joke, and even Dad is chuckling, a sight so rare it almost feels like I’ve stepped into an alternate universe. I roll my eyes but can’t help the smirk tugging at my lips.

Matt and James come over to hug me, their familiar warmth a small comfort in the cold professional setting. Dad gives me a nod, an unspoken acknowledgment as I settle into my seat. As I arrange my papers, my gaze inadvertently meets Katrina’s across the table.

The air between us thickens instantly. There’s a storm of emotions in her eyes—regret, perhaps a flicker of longing, overlaid with a professional detachment she’s mustered up for today. My heart tugs painfully, a mix of anger and desperate sadness clenching my chest. It’s almost unbearable, this cocktail of feelings. We're like two stars caught in each other's gravity, destined never to collide, always spinning in painful proximity.

She quickly looks away, but the brief connection lingers, an invisible thread stretched taut with all the words we left unspoken. The room suddenly feels colder, the laughter from moments ago a distant echo. I focus on steadying my breathing, reminding myself why I’m here—to prove that I can handle this, that my personal turmoil won’t seep into my professional life. Even if every glance in her direction splinters my resolve just a little more.

"Good to see you, Trisha," Katrina says, her voice wrapped in that familiar, cool silkiness. She's all business now, impenetrable. The trace of her smirk tells me she's aware of the effect she has on me, and it stings, but also thrills.

"Thanks," I reply, forcing a neutral tone. "Let's get started."

Dad clears his throat. "Alright, let's keep this efficient and effective. We have a lot to cover." His eyes meet mine briefly before shifting away.

Katrina stands, adjusting her pencil skirt with a practiced grace that immediately commands attention. She launches into her presentation, her voice steady and persuasive. As she outlines the benefits of introducing synthetic yeast strains during fermentation, her confidence is palpable, filling the room with her expertise and passion for winemaking.

I try to focus on the facts and figures she projects onto the screen, but it's her—Katrina—that holds my gaze. The way she moves, each gesture calculated yet fluid, captivates me. The soft drape of her blouse accentuates her form, reminding me of contours I've traced with my fingers, now forbidden territory. It’s agonizing, this blend of admiration and sorrow, watching her so close yet so detached from the intimacy we once shared.

Her eyes catch mine for a fleeting second as she explains a graph, and there's a sharpness there, a challenge, as if daring me to look away. But I can’t. She’s all professional polish on the surface, but beneath that, I see the warrior spirit that first drew me to her. Her presence is a magnetic force, and despite the pain, I find myself drawn into her orbit once again.

The room fades into a blur as she continues, the sound of her voice a melodic undercurrent to the storm of emotions inside me. I'm angry that she still has this hold over me, sad that what we had has dissolved into this tense formality. It’s a torturous kind of beauty, witnessing her brilliance while mourning the loss of our connection.

As she wraps up the presentation and the room bursts into a smattering of applause, I'm left grappling with a heart that fights against the very thing it wants most. She smiles, thanking everyone, and that smile, so familiar yet so distant, fractures me a little more. I clap along, my hands mechanically coming together, while inside, everything that once felt certain is now just echoes of what could have been.

Dad nods in approval at Katrina’s presentation. "Very informative, Katrina. Thank you." He then turns to me, his eyes expecting, knowing I'm not one to hold back, especially not on something as crucial as this. "Trisha, I know you've got thoughts on this. Let’s hear them."

I clear my throat, smoothing a nonexistent wrinkle on my notes. "First off, Katrina, that was a stellar presentation. Your points on efficiency and innovation are well-taken and could potentially revolutionize our process." I pause, making sure I have everyone’s attention, especially Katrina’s.

"However," I continue, shifting in my seat to face the room, my voice firm, "I do have significant reservations about moving forward with synthetic yeast strains." I flip to a slide of my own, filled with data and historical context.

"Using synthetic yeasts, while innovative, might stray too far from the traditional winemaking processes that have defined Golden Harvest Vineyards. Our brand has always been associated with natural and traditional methods, something our clientele values deeply." I click to another slide showing customer surveys and feedback emphasizing tradition and natural processes.

"There’s also the issue of terroir—the character our land imparts to our wine. Synthetic yeasts could homogenize our flavors, diluting the unique profile that makes our wines special." Dad is chewing over the information,while James and Matt look uncertain, glancing between Katrina and me.

Katrina maintains her composure but her eyes narrow slightly—she’s obviously not expecting this level of pushback.

"And let's not overlook the regulatory aspect," I add, diving into another chart detailing potential legal and market hurdles specific to synthetic products. "These could delay our production and potentially alienate our core market, which is increasingly driven by organic and natural products."

I finish, setting down my laser pointer, and meet Katrina's gaze across the table. There’s a flicker of respect there, but also a challenge, as if she’s recalibrating her stance in real-time.

Katrina stands with a poised ferocity, her eyes scanning the room before settling back on me. "Trisha’s concerns, while insightful, require a broader perspective," she declares, her voice sharp and commanding. She throws up some of her own slides, and advances to the one she wants with clicks, her movements precise.

"Consider this," she continues, pointing to graphs that starkly contrast the performance of traditional versus synthetic yeast strains. "Our tradition is our foundation, but it shouldn't be a barrier against innovation that can safeguard our future. Synthetic yeasts offer us a buffer against the unpredictability of nature, enhancing stability without diluting the essence of our wines."

She then addresses my concerns head-on, her tone firm and unyielding. "As for the tradition versus modernity debate," Katrina argues, her pointer emphasizing data on screen, "embracing synthetic yeasts is not abandoning our heritage but fortifying it. These tools can help us express our terroir more consistently, especially under adverse climate conditions."

Switching to a slide labeled 'Market Trends', Katrina illustrates how contemporary winemaking innovations are gaining traction. "The market is evolving; consumers are increasingly open to scientific advancements in sustainability and quality. Our competitors aren’t just experimenting—they’re succeeding with these methods and capturing a market we are currently not even reaching."

Katrina’s gaze cuts across the table to me, intense and challenging. "We need to lead, not follow. Ignoring these tools doesn’t preserve our legacy; it risks making us obsolete."

"Legacy?" I lean forward, my eyes locking with hers, refusing to back down. "Our legacy is built on authenticity. It's not just about what's in the bottle but the story behind it. Synthetic yeast might promise stability, but it sacrifices the soul of our wine."

Katrina raises an eyebrow, a smirk playing at the corner of her lips. "And what about progress, Trisha? You can't hold onto the past while the future marches on. Do you expect tradition alone to keep us afloat when competitors are outpacing us with cutting-edge techniques? Progress isn't our enemy; stagnation is."

My heart pounds, a mix of frustration and admiration swirling inside me. Damn it, she’s good.

For a moment, the room is silent, a battlefield of clashing ideologies. My father’s face is inscrutable, a mask of contemplation.

"Katrina, while your market trends are compelling," I gesture towards her slides with a dismissive wave, "they don’t capture the essence of our brand. Your graphs and data points may look pretty on paper, but they strip our wine of its heart. Our customers don’t just buy a product; they buy a piece of history, a taste of the land."

Katrina’s expression hardens, her professionalism flickering under the strain of our heated exchange. "History doesn’t pay the bills, Trisha. While you wax poetic about the past, I’m looking to secure our future. How long do you think passion alone will sustain us in a market driven by innovation and efficiency?"

"Passion," I snap back, "is what built this vineyard. Without it, we’re just another corporate entity, chasing profits at the expense of quality."

"Quality that won’t matter if we can’t keep up with global changes," Katrina counters sharply. Her gaze is unyielding, challenging. "Or are you too blinded by emotions and personal feelings to see that?”

She’s gone too far, and she knows it.

"Feelings?" My voice is ice-cold, cutting through the stifled air. "This has nothing to do with feelings. It’s about preserving what our family built. Not turning it into another soulless factory."

Before Katrina can retort, my father finally intervenes, his voice a calm anchor in the storm. "Enough," he says firmly. "This isn’t just about yeast or tradition. It’s clear there’s more at stake here. We’re not making any decisions today. I suggest we all take a step back and reconsider our positions without letting personal conflicts interfere."

He stands, signaling the end of the meeting. "We’ll reconvene tomorrow. Hopefully, with cooler heads. In the meantime, I suggest the two of you work out your differences in private. Whatever the fuck they are!"

Robert Carmichael glares at Katrina and me and then leaves. James and Matt follow like puppies, leaving Katrina and me alone in the conference room.

“What the fuck are you doing, Trisha? That was embarrassing… for both of us!” Katrina snaps from across the table.

“I was just putting across my points, Katrina. No need to get so sensitive about it,” I say, gathering my papers and laptop.

As I turn to leave, Katrina strides over and blocks my path.

“This was more than you just putting across your point,” Katrina hisses, and I love how I have worked her up.

“I am very passionate about my wines. What did you expect?”

“I expected some sense of decency.”

“I was very decent.”

“Were you?” Katrina takes a step towards me, her voice dropping to a dangerously soft whisper. "Because from where I'm standing, it looked like you were trying to undermine me."

I can feel the heat radiating off her, her eyes locked on mine with a mixture of anger and something else I can't quite place. My pulse quickens, my defiance melting into a confusing swirl of desire and frustration.

"Undermine you?" I scoff, though my voice wavers slightly. "Someone needed to stand up for what's right."

Katrina's lips press into a thin line, her jaw tightening. "What's right? Or what you want? Because it seems like you can't separate the two."

“And I think your brain’s letting up on you. Maybe you are getting old. Or maybe it’s got nothing to do with age at all. Maybe making bad decisions is all you can do. Be it at age twenty-three when you abandoned Ryan, or age forty-three when you abandoned me.”

“Fuck you, Trisha Carmichael.” Katrina grabs me by my neck, and I laugh.

“You are never fucking me again! Your decision, remember?”

“I could have you right now if I wanted to, and you’d open your legs for me in a minute. Just like you did in that abandoned shop where you were dripping wet for me even in that filthy place!”

"You wish," I snap, but my breath catches and betrays me. I can feel her grip tighten, her fingers pressing into the sensitive skin of my neck. The heat between us is electric, thrumming with unresolved tension.

Katrina's eyes narrow, a dangerous glint sparking within them.

“Prove it,” she whispers, her voice a low, seductive growl. Without thinking, I grab her wrist and yank her hand into my Korean pants, feeling a shiver of anticipation ripple through me.

"Touch me," I command breathlessly, my pulse racing. Her fingers brush against my skin, sending jolts of electricity through my body. I can see the flash of surprise in her eyes, quickly replaced by a dark hunger.

Her hand moves with deliberate slowness, fingers grazing the fabric of my panties, and I can’t help but gasp. Just as her hand is about to slip inside, I yank her hand out again and smile. “No! Never again! Your decision… remember?” I say, grazing her lips with mine, and then strutting past her, even though every little fiber of my body's telling me to go back and spread my legs for this woman, just like she said I would.


Chapter Eight 

(Katrina)

As I drive up to Trisha's cottage, nestled atop the hill, rain begins to patter against the windshield—a prelude to the heavy showers and fierce winds predicted for tonight. There's a certain comfort in stormy weather, the kind that's perfect for curling up with a book in the armchair Trisha specifically chose for me when I moved in.

Yet, every moment spent in that chair, every night in this cottage, is tinged with guilt.

The guilt haunts me, an ever-present shadow. I throw myself into rebuilding my bond with Ryan, hoping it will justify my decision to step away from Trisha. But while reconnecting with my son fills one void, it cannot bridge the chasm left by parting from Trisha—the most gifted winemaker I've ever known.

No matter the strides made with Ryan, they do little to soothe the ache of what I've lost, of what could have been.

I park the car, the gravel crunching under the tires, and hurry to the main door as the rain intensifies. I ring the bell, my heart thumping in my chest, not from the sprint but from the turmoil of the day’s events.

The door swings open, and Ryan's there, his smile like a beacon in the dreary weather. He reaches out, taking my handbag with one hand and gently guiding me inside with the other. The warmth of the cottage envelopes me, a stark contrast to the chill I've carried inside since getting into an argument with Trisha earlier in the day.

"Thanks, Ryan," I murmur, shaking off the raindrops that cling to my jacket.

He nods, his eyes searching mine for a hint of the unrest I've tried so hard to hide. "Rough weather tonight," he comments, closing the door against the howling wind.

"Seems fitting," I whisper to myself, managing a weak smile as I follow him into the living room. The familiarity of the space—a blend of Trisha's aesthetic and the life I tried to make here—pulls at me, each detail a reminder of dreams deferred and decisions made.

Ryan buzzes around me, a whirlwind of newfound domestic energy that surprises and touches me. He takes my jacket with careful hands and hangs it up to dry, then turns to me with an enthusiastic grin.

“I’ve made us dinner,” he announces, and there's a proud lift to his eyebrows. “It’s just spaghetti aglio e olio, but I think I’ve nailed the garlic-to-oil ratio this time.”

I smile, my heart warming at his efforts. “That sounds perfect, Ryan. Really.”

He nods, pleased with the approval. “Go take a shower, Mom. I’ll set the table and warm everything up.”

I agree, still somewhat dazed by this version of Ryan—caring, attentive. As I head to the bedroom, he calls after me, “And there’s a new towel set on the bed for you!”

Reaching the bedroom, I find everything neatly arranged, a testament to Ryan’s efforts to make this evening comfortable. The room smells faintly of lavender, probably from a diffuser he's placed somewhere.

Stepping into the bathroom, I close the door behind me and face the large, glass-enclosed shower. The tiles are cool beneath my feet as I turn on the water, adjusting the temperature until it's just right. As the rainfall showerhead releases a steady, soothing stream, I step under it, letting the warm water cascade down my body.

The tension of the past weeks begins to melt away, the heat seeping into my muscles, loosening the tightness in my shoulders. The sound of the rain outside blends with the rush of water, creating a cocoon of sound that isolates me from the world.

In this moment, beneath the steady flow, I allow myself to just feel—the water tracing paths down my skin, the warmth enveloping me. It’s a brief respite from the emotional chaos of my life, a momentary escape that I savor.

As the water washes over me, my thoughts drift inevitably to Trisha.

What if she hadn’t stopped me?

What would have happened?

I know I wouldn’t have stopped until my fingers were buried deep inside her pussy. And she wouldn’t have stopped either. She would have moaned and begged in that desperate, horny voice of hers to dig deeper, to go harder, to fuck her right then and there and to forget what hurdles stand in her way.

And I would have done exactly that. And things would have gotten complicated once again.

But she had stopped me. Maybe she had gotten over me. Or maybe she was already getting her fill of fingers deep in her pussy from somewhere else.

Just the thought makes me want to go running back to her and take her in my arms.

My Trisha with someone else… it’s a damn sin!

I reach for the soap, lathering it between my hands, trying to wash away the memories that cling to me just as stubbornly. But it's no use. The more I try to push her out of my mind, the more vividly she invades it.

As the warmth of the shower envelops me, my moment of solitude is interrupted by Ryan's voice calling through the door. “Mom, have you seen my bag of accounting books? I brought them from my place.”

I turn off the water, reaching for a towel as I reply, “Check my wardrobe, Ryan. Your closet was full, so I put it there.”

“Thanks!” I hear the sound of drawers and doors opening and closing as he rummages.

Wrapped in the soft towel, I lean against the cool tiles, my mind wandering back to the delicious aroma of garlic and olive oil that had greeted me earlier. Ryan’s efforts in the kitchen, his eagerness to please and make things right between us, offer a bittersweet comfort. It’s these small moments that reinforce the harsh truth of my sacrifice. While my heart aches for what I’ve lost with Trisha, these gestures from Ryan affirm that maybe, just maybe, I’ve made the right choice.

The intimacy we’ve rebuilt over these days—simple dinners, long talks about his plans and struggles, and now, his initiative in taking care of me tonight—feels like a fragile new beginning. As much as I yearn for Trisha’s touch, for the sharp wit and passion that defined our relationship, I can’t deny the fulfillment that comes from mending the bond with my son.

Stepping out of the shower, I dress quietly, the fabric of my clothes whispering against my damp skin. I'm ready to face the evening, to embrace this newfound closeness with Ryan, even as part of me remains entwined with a past that is still too painful to fully revisit. The complexity of these emotions doesn’t escape me; it’s a delicate balance, one I’m constantly navigating.

As I open the door, the aroma of dinner beckons, grounding me in the reality of my decisions and their unfolding consequences.

Advancing down the hallway, the enticing scent strengthens.

"If this smell is any indication, you've outdone yourself, Ryan!" I call out, expecting him to be bustling around the kitchen. Yet, as I step into the living room, I find him rooted in place, his expression stark, as if he's just witnessed a beheading.

The sight I walk upon stops me cold.

There, on the couch, lies the suit I wore to Amelia's party—the same suit that, for a night of reckless abandon, had masqueraded as part of a costume but also had ended up saving Trisha and I from being caught.

"Why is this out, Ryan?" My voice comes out steadier than I feel, but there's an undeniable edge of concern lacing each word.

“That night, at Amelia’s birthday party, I saw Trisha sneak out of the house with a man wearing this suit,” Ryan says, his voice shaky as he points to the suit.

I swallow hard, stepping forward, bracing for what's to come.

“Are you certain?”

“Yes, I was drunk, but when I saw this suit in your wardrobe, it all came rushing back. What’s this doing here, Mom?”

I hesitate, lips dry. “Ryan, you might be confused—”

“No,” he cuts in, firm and cold, eyeing the suit with clear disdain. “This was the suit. I remember thinking it looked odd, the padded shoulders and loose pants… It seemed too feminine. Then I saw Trisha lean in to kiss the person wearing it, and I just assumed… it’s gotta be a man. Right?”

I taste blood where I’ve bitten my tongue, the weight of the moment crushing.

I know the game’s up. I can already see the hurt in Ryan’s eyes.

“Right… Mom?”

“You were wrong, Ryan. It wasn’t a man.”

I swallow hard, my throat dry. "It wasn't a man, Ryan,” I repeat. The truth hovers between us like a thick fog. "It was me."

His jaw drops. For a moment, he looks like he's going to say something, but then he just stands there, silent and still. 

I step closer, my heart pounding in my chest.

“I didn’t want you to find out like this.”

He shakes his head slowly, as if trying to dispel a bad dream. “So, you and Trisha… you were together?”

“Yes,” I admit softly. “We were.”

Ryan chuckles, but it's a hollow, bitter sound. "I can't believe this." He runs a hand through his hair, pacing the room. “You were… with Trisha? As in, you were hooking up with her? After I told you I want to marry her? Fuck that… after you knew she was my ex?”

The air crackles with tension, thick and stifling, as if the room itself is closing in around us. Ryan’s movements are erratic, his laughter morphing into something frantic, almost maniacal.

“I tried to stop, Ryan. After I found out she was your ex…” My voice trails off, realizing how hollow my explanations must sound to him.

“You tried? That’s supposed to make it okay?” He stops pacing and glares at me, his eyes red, a vein throbbing visibly at his temple. “You were my mom, supposed to be on my side!”

I reach out to him, but he recoils as if my touch might burn. “Ryan, I am on your side. I always have been.”

“Don’t!” he snaps, stepping back, his back hitting the wall. “Just… don’t touch me. How could you do this? With her? How could you keep this from me?”

I stand frozen, the distance between us expanding far beyond the few physical steps. His breaths come quick and shallow, each one a visible struggle as he grapples with the betrayal.

“I’m sorry, Ryan,” I whisper, my own heart breaking, “I never meant for any of this to hurt you.”

His laugh is sharp, cutting through the tense air. “Well, it did. It really fucking did, Mom.”

As he slides down against the wall, his face buried in his hands, the room seems to pulse with the echo of his hurt, the sharp edges of his words slicing through any pretense of understanding that might have lingered. I stand helplessly, watching my son crumble, knowing I’m the architect of his pain.

“None of this makes any sense!” Ryan screams, and his voice coincides with the crack of thunder.

“We fell in love, Ryan! I wasn’t just hooking up with her! I had already been with her once before I found out who she was. I was… fuck, I was… I was happy for the first time in years!”

Ryan looks up from his hands, his eyes raw with emotion. "Happy? And what about me? When do I get to be happy?"

"I thought you were over her, Ryan. I thought you were moving on."

"Moving on? Is that what you call it?" He pushes off from the wall, standing tall and tense. "You thought wrong. I was trying to put my life back together, and now this? How do you think it feels to know that my own mother… with her?"

"It was never meant to hurt you," I plead, feeling the weight of each word as it leaves my lips. "It just happened, Ryan. It was never planned."

"Things like this don't just 'happen,' Mom!" His voice breaks, a mix of anger and hurt. "You made choices. You chose her over me, over our family!"

I shake my head, tears brimming in my eyes. "No, Ryan. I never chose anyone over you. I was just trying to find a little happiness. Can’t I have that?"

His laugh is bitter, filled with disbelief. "At my expense? You find happiness by diving into a relationship with my ex-girlfriend? You think that’s fair to me?"

I reach out again. This time he doesn't pull away, but he doesn't accept my touch either. "I'm sorry, Ryan. I'm so sorry. I never wanted any of this to come between us. In fact, I stopped seeing her after you lost your job. After we had that conversation in your house. I chose you, son.”

He's silent for a long moment, the only sound in the room the steady, relentless patter of rain against the windows. Finally, he speaks, his voice low and strained. "You chose me… after everything was already in ruins? What was there left to choose, Mom?"

His words sting, each one landing with the force of truth. "I thought it would help, that it would fix things between us," I reply, my voice barely above a whisper.

He scoffs, a harsh, humorless laugh. "Fix things? You think stopping seeing her would just erase everything? That it would make everything okay?"

I open my mouth to respond, but the words catch in my throat. He's right. My actions, my decisions, they have consequences, and not all of them can be undone or made right with a simple choice.

Ryan finally turns to face me, his eyes red and haunted. "You don’t get it, do you? It’s not just about you and Trisha. It’s about trust, about family. You broke something fundamental, Mom. And I don’t know if it can be fixed."

The finality in his voice chills me to the bone. I've seen him hurt before, seen him angry, but this is different. This is a wound that goes deeper, a fracture in the very foundation of our relationship.

"Ryan, please." I reach out again, my hand trembling. "Don’t say that. We can work through this, can't we? We can find a way…"

“How many times did you sleep with her?” Ryan spits out the words like venom.

“Let’s not do this, Ryan.”

“How many times, Mom? Trisha and I fucked at least fifty times during our relationship. Have you broken my record, Mom? Or have I interrupted by moving into your little fuck cottage?”

“Don’t be childish, Ryan!”

“Well, at least it’s better than fucking an actual child!”

“Trisha is an adult! I am also an adult, and I had no idea who she was when I met her. After I found out, and when you made it clear that you might still have feelings for her, I broke up with her, although I am telling you again, she was very special to me. It was a hard thing that I did. Okay? Now you need to calm down, Ryan, and talk this through with me.”

Ryan shakes his head in defiance.

“I don’t want to talk to you. Not now, not ever. It was a mistake, a fucking mistake that I even thought of giving you another chance.”

“Don’t say that.” I take a step towards Ryan and reach out.

He backs away.

“I am leaving.”

“No! Please! I’ll have no one left!”

My pleas fall on deaf ears. Ryan is already striding towards the door.

“I… I fucking gave up on everything because of you!” I shout, but my voice is drowned out by the sound of the door slamming shut in my face.

I stand rooted to my spot, and then suddenly, I am running.

I am running across the living room, out into the storm, where Ryan is getting into his car.

I am shouting against the fury of the wind. I am shouting through the tears, but Ryan drives away, leaving me a desolate, lonely woman who’s just lost both her son and the love of her life in the same week.

∞∞∞

I don’t know how long I lay there, the relentless rain seeping into my bones, chilling me from the outside in as my heart freezes over from the inside out. By the time I stagger back inside, my clothes hang heavy with water, every step a reminder of the weight I now carry in my heart.

Collapsing onto the couch, I’m a soaked, shivering mess—a shell of the confident consultant who once walked into Havenwood with dreams of reconnecting with my son and starting anew. But all that feels like a distant fantasy now, shattered by the harsh reality of my choices.

I lie there, the cold creeping deeper into my bones, the ache in my chest growing with each ragged breath. Havenwood was supposed to be my final stop, the place where I would find peace, maybe even happiness. Instead, it's turned into the scene of my greatest losses: my son and Trisha, the woman who had unexpectedly become my beacon of hope.

Tears start to slip down my cheeks, quiet at first, but soon they're cascading, mirroring the storm outside. My body wracks with sobs, the sound muffled by the empty cottage that was once filled with laughter and whispered secrets. Now, it's just the echo of my heartbreak bouncing off the walls, a cruel reminder of what I’ve lost.

Eventually, the chill and the dampness become too much. I peel myself off the couch and trudge to the kitchen, my movements mechanical. I pour whiskey after whiskey, the amber liquid burning a path down my throat, but it does nothing to thaw the ice inside me. Each gulp is an attempt to drown the pain, to wash away the bitter aftertaste of betrayal and lost love.

My eyes drift to the wine cabinet, to a bottle of Elysian—the wine Trisha crafted with such passion, a testament to her talent and our shared dreams. I pull it out, my fingers tracing the label before retrieving a corkscrew from the drawer.

For a heart-stopping moment, I stare at the sharp tip of the corkscrew, the irony not lost on me. Would this be the final twist? Ending it all in a town that promised so much but delivered only agony?

But then a flicker of something stronger pulses through me—anger, defiance, survival. It clashes with the despair, stirring a turbulent storm within. I’m Katrina Whitmore, dammit. I've weathered worse storms than this, survived more than my fair share of lonely nights and broken dreams.

If my twenty-three year-old self could claw her way out of a worse hell, then so can I, even now, even here, in this storm.

As I grip the corkscrew, about to plunge it into the cork, the soft echo of muffled footsteps in the hallway freezes me in place. My heart hammers against my chest as I listen, the sound of my breathing now deafening in the sudden silence that follows. Holding the corkscrew like a lifeline, I edge out of the kitchen, pressing my back against the cool wall, inching toward the sound.

The footsteps grow clearer, more deliberate, and then I hear the soft, eerie creak of a door slowly opening. My mind races—Ryan wouldn’t sneak back in, not like this. And then, a chilling thought pierces my panic: Victor Frost’s threat.

Peering cautiously around the corner, I see a shadow stretch across the floor of the bedroom—a large, imposing figure clad in black. My pulse thunders in my ears as fear tightens its grip. The figure moves, the faint moonlight glinting off something metallic in his hand—a gun.

Adrenaline surges through me as I slip into a narrow alcove along the hallway. The figure steps out into the hallway, his movements tentative as he scans the living room. I stifle a gasp, my hand clamped over my mouth, my other hand white-knuckling the corkscrew.

He’s huge, his frame filling the space, and his confusion seems to grow with every silent second. As he turns away, pondering his next move, I make mine.

With every ounce of quiet I can muster, I edge out of my hiding spot. My muscles coil, ready. As he steps closer to where I’m hidden, the distance closing between us, I spring from the shadows, driving the corkscrew into his back with a desperate, primal force.

He roars—a guttural, pained bellow that fills the cottage—and whirls around, his arm swinging wide. His weight crashes into me, and we both fall to the ground, a tangle of limbs and sharp gasps. The gun skitters across the floor, just out of reach, the corkscrew slipping from my grasp.

Panic and survival instinct take over. I scramble away as he lunges for the fallen corkscrew, his movements hindered by the pain but no less determined. His eyes burn with a ferocious intent as he begins to crawl toward me, dragging his bulk with a grunt for every painful inch.

On all fours like a wild animal, he crawls towards me, while I back away like a rat scurrying into a hole. I see him raise his hand, corkscrew poised to tear through flesh and bones, and leap at me.

I push at the floor and slide my body away just as the corkscrew falls, lands, and pierces the skin just above my knee. A wild scream rips from my throat, raw and unrestrained. The pain sears through me like fire, radiating up my leg with a fierce intensity. I kick out instinctively, catching him in the face, and his grunt of pain fuels my desperate fight.

He stumbles back, clutching his bleeding nose, and I seize the moment. Ignoring the throbbing agony in my knee, I crawl toward the gun, my hand finally closing around its cold, metallic grip.

He leaps again—a wild, desperate dive that brings him over me, corkscrew poised. Time slows, my heart a silent observer to my impending doom. But as he descends, I swing the gun up and fire.

The shot rings out, deafening in the enclosed space. He collapses onto me, his body suddenly heavy and limp, the threat of the corkscrew vanishing as it clatters to the floor.

His weight is oppressive, his last breaths ragged and warm against my neck. I lie there, pinned under the dead weight of my attacker, the rain outside a distant murmur compared to the storm of emotions raging within me. I’ve survived, yes, but at what cost?

Pushing the lifeless body off with trembling arms, I sit up, panting, the gun slipping from my numb fingers. The cottage is silent now, the echo of the gunshot hanging in the air like a grim reminder of the thin line between life and death.

I struggle to my feet, each movement laborious, as if I'm wading through an invisible morass. The room spins, a carousel of shadows and flickering light. My leg aches where the corkscrew pierced it, a sharp, persistent throb that seems to pulse in time with my racing heart.

Stepping over the inert body, I stagger toward my cell phone, intending to call the police, but my vision blurs, the edges of my sight darkening. The gun lies where it fell, an ominous reminder of the violence that just occurred. My hand reaches out, groping for the wall, needing something solid to anchor me.

But it's too late. A wave of dizziness overwhelms me, and the cold, hard reality of what I've just done crashes down. I've killed a man. No matter the justification, the weight of that truth is suffocating.

My knees buckle, and I feel the cool tile of the floor against my cheek before the darkness swallows me whole. The last thing I hear is the sound of rain against the windows, a mournful lullaby as I slip into unconsciousness.


Chapter Nine 

(Trisha)

The sharp crack of a gunshot rips me from sleep, piercing the stormy silence like a thunderclap. Heart slamming against my ribs, I bolt upright, the room spinning slightly as adrenaline floods my system. Frantically, I throw off the covers and rush to the rain-splattered window. My hands press against the cold, wet glass as I scan the darkness outside.

Below, in the eerie glow of the porch lights, my father, James, and Matt are clustered together on the sodden lawn. Their figures are tense, their voices lost to the howling wind and the relentless drumming of the rain. James is pacing, phone pressed to his ear, gesturing animatedly as he talks.

Fear for Katrina propels me into action. I sprint from my room, heart pounding in sync with my footsteps. Barely feeling the cold tiles underfoot, I race down the hallway and thunder down the staircase, each step echoing ominously in the cavernous house.

Bursting through the front door, I’m immediately soaked by the torrential downpour. The scene before me is chaotic yet strangely muted, as if viewed through a rain-distorted lens. Two of our security guards speak into their walkie-talkies, their eyes scanning the perimeter with intense focus. My family's anxious murmurs are barely audible over the storm.

James sees me and intercepts my path with a firm grip on my arm, his voice a strained whisper against the storm. "Katrina was attacked," he says, the words slicing through the chaos.

"What?" My scream is half-drowned by a gust of wind, fear and disbelief mingling in a cold rush.

"She’s okay," James rushes to assure me, but the worry etched deep in his eyes contradicts his words.

I shake my head, panic rising. "I need to see her. Now."

He holds on, his grip tightening. "The guards are there. They’re still checking the area for more attackers. It's not safe yet."

Desperation fuels my resolve. "Let me go!" I wrench my arm away, the rain plastering my hair to my face as I turn to run back inside.

Ignoring James’s calls to wait, I sprint back into the house. My father's voice booms from the doorway, urging calm, but it fades behind the roar of the storm and the pounding of my heart.

I skid into my room, snatch the car keys from the nightstand, my fingers trembling. I slip out through the back door, sprinting across the slick grass to the garage.

James's voice follows me, a distant shout lost to the wind as I throw open the garage door and jump into my car. The engine roars to life under my shaky hands, a growl of readiness and rebellion.

I glance in the rearview mirror as I back out of the garage. Matt, and my father stand on the porch, silhouetted against the soft glow of the house lights. James is running after the car, his words swept away by the storm.

I don’t look back again. My tires screech in protest as I swing the car around and gun it down the driveway. The familiar route to Katrina’s cottage blurs outside my windows, the winding roads slick and treacherous under the relentless downpour.

Every fiber of my being is focused on reaching her, ensuring she’s truly safe. The fear that initially froze me now fuels my drive, pushing me faster, urging me on. As the storm rages around my speeding car, haunted by the thought of Katrina alone and hurt, I press the accelerator harder.

The road ahead is a river of darkness and water, lit only by the occasional streetlamp, casting eerie glows on the flooded asphalt. My mind races with scenarios, each more frightening than the last, of what I might find when I arrive. But overriding all is a singular need—to be there, to see for herself, to hold her if I can.

Because no matter the chaos, the history, or the pain between us, Katrina remains, indelibly, a part of my life, a chapter I cannot close from a distance.

∞∞∞

Rain lashes at the windshield, a frenzied torrent that blurs the world outside into a shifting canvas of shadows and light. My hands grip the steering wheel tightly as I navigate up the slick, twisting roads leading to the cottage.

I park haphazardly and dash towards the cottage’s entrance, my heart in my throat. The night is tumultuous, mirroring the chaos churning within me.

Reaching the door, I'm met by two security guards stationed in the front, their faces etched with concern. "Ms. Carmichael," one of them nods, stepping forward. "It’s not safe for you to be outside. We recommend—"

"I need to see her," I interrupt, my voice a mix of fear and determination. The guards exchange a glance but step aside, allowing me to pass.

I rush down the familiar hallway, the dim emergency lights casting eerie shadows. Reaching the living room, I find more guards, their faces grim. They part as I approach, revealing Katrina lying on the couch, a pale shadow of her usual formidable self.

"Katrina!" My voice breaks as I drop to my knees beside her. She's barely conscious, a bloody bandage wrapped around her leg. Her breathing is shallow, her face ashen.

"Trisha…" Her voice is a whisper, her eyes fluttering open to meet mine.

"Shh, don't talk," I urge, gently taking her hand. It's cold, trembling.

One of the guards steps closer. "We’ve called for an ambulance. They’re on their way, but the storm is causing delays."

Nodding, I turn my attention back to Katrina. The sight of her, so vulnerable and injured, ignites a fierce protectiveness in me. "What happened?" I ask softly, brushing a damp strand of hair from her face.

"There was someone," she murmurs, struggling to focus. "I… I defended myself."

My heart clenches. "You’re going to be okay," I promise, my voice thick with unshed tears. The reality of her situation—our situation—hits me hard. I came here tonight because I couldn't bear the thought of losing her, not now, not like this.

As we wait for the ambulance, I hold her hand, whispering reassurances. The room is filled with the sound of heavy rain against the windows and the quiet murmur of the guards communicating via walkie-talkies.

In this moment, with the storm raging outside and the woman I love hurting in front of me, all previous conflicts seem trivial. The guards keep watch, a vigilant presence against further threats, while I focus entirely on Katrina, willing her to stay with me.

Time blurs as we wait, each minute stretching on indefinitely. I’m scared for her, for us, and what the future holds. But right now, I’m just here, by her side, where I belong.

∞∞∞

The hospital room is dimly lit, the only sounds the steady beep of the heart monitor and the soft whoosh of the ventilator. I'm slumped on the small couch, exhaustion weighing down every bone in my body, watching Katrina's chest rise and fall with mechanical precision. Medication drips through IV lines, keeping her sedated and pain-free after the surgery to repair the damage to her leg.

My eyelids are heavy, fluttering shut every few minutes, sleep tugging at the edges of my consciousness. Just as I'm about to succumb to it, a gentle touch on my shoulder startles me awake. I blink up to see my mom sitting down next to me with a quiet smile.

"Hey, sweetie," she whispers, draping a thick blanket over both of us. Her presence is comforting, a steady anchor in the chaos of the last few hours.

She hands me a steaming cup of tea from a thermos she must have brought from home. The warmth from the cup seeps into my hands, and I wrap my fingers around it, grateful for the heat. Mom keeps one for herself, and we both take cautious sips, the hot tea scalding but soothing.

We sit in silence, the only sound our synchronized sipping and the occasional beeping from the machines monitoring Katrina.

“Your father’s been asking questions,” she whispers, stealing a glance at me with a smile playing on her lips, even in the dim light.

“What kind of questions?” I ask.

“About the nature of your relationship with Katrina.”

“He still needs to ask?” I chuckle.

“He's in denial, but he'll come around. Granny Carla is already chirping in his ear, telling him he should just bless the kids and not overthink it.”

“Kids? Katrina is 43.”

“And Granny Carla is 90. To her, everyone is a kid.”

“And what about you? Are you in shock?”

“I was, initially. But she took a bullet meant for you. She saved my daughter’s life by moving into your cottage,” Mom says, looking at Katrina. “And I saw how you ran to her when you found out. I can see the care in your eyes. So, I’m okay. I just don’t know how you'll give me a grandkid, that’s all,” she says with her Southern drawl.

“There are ways, Mom. And… Katrina broke up with me a few days back. Plus, Ryan found out and bolted. He’s still not come to the hospital. He's really angry. So, kids are a distant dream.”

“Ryan will understand. He has to. Katrina is a good woman, and she tried to be a good mother. It’s time that Ryan does his part of being a good son. You know…” Mom leans back, her eyes still locked on the unconscious Katrina. “I hear this talk of how Katrina abandoned Ryan when he was a kid. That’s what the narrative is right now, right? That she moved to Havenwood to reconnect with her son. That she needs to apologize for being a bad mother, but… isn’t Ryan where he is today because of her sacrifice?”

“What do you mean?” I ask, my eyebrows furrowing.

“Well, why are we completely ignoring how hard it must have been for her to leave her child? And then, she didn’t leave him to marry another rich guy, which she easily could have, seeing how pretty she is. She studied hard, worked jobs to keep sending money for Ryan, and then made something of herself so Ryan could make something of himself. Ryan would have been an uneducated, blue-collar worker if it hadn’t been for Katrina and her sacrifices. Yes, she stayed away, but she still kept providing for him, from afar, didn’t she? Even when Ryan asked her not to? Even when Ryan said he hated her? All I see here is a great mother, who played her part, even if unconventionally. Ryan shouldn’t be angry with her, he should thank her from where I am seeing all this.”

I sit there, stunned by my mom’s words. The truth in them hits hard, reverberating through my exhausted mind. She’s right. Katrina did what she had to do to ensure Ryan had a future. It was never about abandoning him; it was about giving him a chance. And that’s what she had finally told me after our last night together before we parted. But somehow, because Katrina herself believes she wasn’t a good mother, she convinces others of the same, even if there could be two sides to the same coin.

“Mom,” I murmur, my voice trembling slightly. “I never thought of it that way.”

Mom just nods, her eyes softening with understanding. “It takes time, Trisha. Time and perspective. But love finds its way through the hardest hearts. Ryan will see it too, eventually.”

“You know what, Mom? Could you just repeat all of that again? I need to send Ryan a voice note. He needs to hear what you just said.”

“I can’t repeat all of that! I have forgotten half of it!” Mom says, holding up her hands in defeat.

“Damn, I’ll have to paraphrase then,” I say, taking out my phone and readying myself to send the voice note.

∞∞∞

As darkness deepens, the rhythmic beep of the heart monitor is the only sound echoing through the dim hospital room. I’m drifting in and out of sleep, but a faint, familiar voice slices through the haze. "Trisha… little vixen," it teases, weak but unmistakable.

I blink, believing I’m dreaming. The voice comes again, more insistent this time. "You didn't have to send someone to kill me just because I suggested using yeast strains."

My eyes snap open, and I see Katrina, her eyes gleaming with that mischievous light I fell in love with. Despite the pain etched on her face, she’s smiling at me.

Ignoring her joke, I spring from my seat, my heart pounding with a cocktail of relief and fear. I rush to the side of her bed and grasp her hand gently, terrified of hurting her. "Just… just be quiet, okay? Let me look at you."

Her smile widens, and she attempts to adjust her position to face me better, wincing slightly. I lean over, wrapping my arms lightly around her, mindful of her injuries.

"That's not why I sent someone to shoot you," I whisper into her ear, my voice breaking. "It was for breaking my heart and leaving me a fucking mess."

Her grip tightens on my hand, her thumb caressing my knuckles. "I'm sorry, Trisha. So sorry for everything."

We stay like that for a long moment, clinging to each other.

Then she asks me about the man she had shot.

“The doctor asked us not to discuss that night’s events with you right now. It could be traumatic,” I say, sitting down next to Katrina on the bed, but still holding her hand.

“Just tell me who sent him.”

“Who do you think?”

“Victor?”

“Yep. The police followed a string of texts on his phone back to Victor, asking him to kill me for a price of fifty thousand dollars. They have arrested him. I guess he really hated me for putting him out of business.”

“Is the man… dead?”

“Yes. And you don’t have to feel guilty, okay?”

Katrina nods, but I can see that the weight of the situation is still pressing down on her. Her eyes flicker with a blend of relief and sorrow. "It's all a bit much right now," she admits, her voice barely above a whisper.

I stroke her hair softly, wanting to bring her some semblance of peace. "You don't have to think about it now. Just focus on getting better."

“Where is Ryan?” Katrina asks, and the hope in her eyes breaks me a little.

“He is on the way,” I lie, “Now stop asking questions and rest. You need it.”

“I need you. That’s all I know now.”

“I know. And I need you, but healthy and back to your former dominant self so I can start being your little vixen again, okay?”

She chuckles softly, her grip on my hand tightening. "You never stop, do you?"

"Not when it comes to you," I whisper, bending down to kiss her forehead. Her skin is warm against my lips, and I breathe in her scent, trying to anchor myself in this moment.

Katrina's eyes bore into mine, intense and penetrating. "Then it's a deal. I'll get better and make sure you're thoroughly punished for rejecting my plans for the vineyard."

A shiver runs down my spine at her words. Even now, weakened and vulnerable, she manages to command authority. God, how I’ve missed that.

"I'll be counting the days,” I say and give her a wink.


Chapter Ten 

(Katrina)

Seven days Later

The sharp sting of fresh air hits me as the hospital doors swing open—a reminder of life beyond sterile walls and beeping monitors. I balance precariously on crutches, my left leg tender and heavily bandaged beneath my clothes. Trisha's hand steadies my elbow, her presence a comforting constant that's colored every day of my convalescence.

Ahead, the Carmichael family forms a welcoming committee. James and Matt wear matching grins, somewhat awkward, caught between masculine reserve and genuine warmth. Robert Carmichael is the only one missing.

Martha stands a step forward, her smile broad and inclusive, echoing the open arms she extends towards me. The tableau they create is unexpectedly moving—a tableau of tentative acceptance.

As Trisha guides me down the hospital steps, each shift of my weight sends a jolt of discomfort up my leg, but it's bearable, dulled by the medication and the high of impending freedom.

"Careful," Trisha murmurs each time I falter, her voice a low melody only I seem to hear. Her hand never leaves my back, a silent vow of support.

Reaching the bottom, I pause, overwhelmed not just by the physical strain but by the sight of a family that could, perhaps, become partly mine. They don't just smile with their lips but with their eyes—guarded yet hopeful.

James steps up first, the barrier of his usual cockiness lowered just enough to let sincerity peek through. "Glad to see you out, Katrina."

Matt follows, his "Welcome back," tinged with relief, as if my survival removed a weight from his shoulders too.

Martha’s hands envelop mine as she speaks last. "Let’s get you home, dear. Home where you can heal surrounded by those who…" She trails off, looking towards Trisha and back to me, the unspoken words hanging in the air—home where love waits, complex and challenging, but perhaps worth the fight.

I nod, my throat tight with emotions I dare not unpack here, not in front of this new semblance of family. Instead, I muster a grateful smile, leaning slightly into Trisha for more than just physical support.

As we move towards the car, the Carmichaels fall into step behind us, a ragtag escort guarding my slow, halting progress towards recovery and whatever version of home awaits.

Seated in the passenger side of Trisha’s car, I stare out the window, the scenery blurring into a mix of greens and grays as we drive away. Trisha’s presence beside me is comforting yet the silence is heavy, filled with all the things we are not saying.

“Still no word from him?” I finally murmur, breaking the silence.

Trisha glances at me, her eyes soft with empathy. “No. He’s still… processing, I guess.” She reaches over, squeezing my hand gently. “He’ll come around, Katrina. He just needs time.”

I nod, trying to muster a smile, but my heart isn’t in it. The thought of Ryan, still grappling with the revelations and our newfound distance, weighs heavily on me. I had hoped, perhaps naively, that the attack on my life might have changed his mind, might have brought him here today.

The rest of the ride passes in quiet introspection. Trisha’s assurance hangs in the air, a fragile hope that I cling to. But deep down, the fear lingers—that perhaps the bridge back to my son has been burnt too thoroughly, that the gap may be too wide to bridge with mere hope.

As we approach the familiar gates of Golden Harvest Vineyard, the reality sets in. I’m returning not just to a place of work but to a community, to a family I had hoped to call my own. Yet, without Ryan, it feels incomplete. As Trisha parks the car, I take a deep breath, steeling myself for the challenges ahead, holding onto the fragile thread of hope that someday, somehow, Ryan and I will find our way back to each other.

Driving up the hill towards the cottage feels surreal. The last time I was on this dusty driveway, I had a bleeding leg and was barely conscious as the sirens of the ambulance washed over me.

Now, I am sitting next to my girlfriend, yes, girlfriend, and we are being followed by another car carrying the entire Carmichael clan, except for the patriarch who I am assuming hasn’t completely accepted his daughter’s relationship with his employee.

I catch sight of the vines stretching out like endless green ribbons, and I can't help but feel a flicker of warmth. This place has always been my sanctuary, and now it carries the added promise of love.

Trisha parks the car with a deft touch, her fingers brushing mine as she turns off the ignition. "Ready?" she asks, her voice a mix of courage and uncertainty. It's a question loaded with more than just the immediate moment.

"As I'll ever be," I respond, managing a small smile. The door opens, and Trisha is there to help me out, her touch careful and reassuring. I lean on her as we make our way towards the cottage. She helps me climb the few steps leading to the front door, and then pushes it open.

The cottage feels unusually quiet as we approach, the curtains drawn, shadows pooling around the edges. Trisha’s smile, secretive and tinged with mischief, only deepens my curiosity as she assists me through the doorway. The familiar interior is dim, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows through the sheer drapes.

"What are you hiding?" I tease, noting her barely contained excitement.

"Just wait," she whispers, her eyes sparkling as she pushes open the front door wider.

The Carmichaels follow us in, their footsteps soft against the hardwood floors. The house feels like it's holding its breath, waiting for a cue. As we step into the living room, Trisha flicks a switch, and the room bursts into light, washing away the shadows and revealing a sight that stops me in my tracks.

Amelia and Granny Carla stand beaming in the center of the room, but it’s the figure between them that draws a gasp from my lips. Ryan, looking healthier and more at peace than I’ve seen him in weeks, stands wearing the infamous, padded beige blazer. His smile is wide, genuine, and his eyes meet mine with a warmth I hadn’t dared to hope for.

Above his head, a colorful banner flutters slightly—a playful proclamation: "Welcome back, Mom!" And in smaller, cheekier print, it adds, "And her girlfriend and my ex-girlfriend Trisha Carmichael."

The room is filled with laughter and clapping, and for a moment, all the heartache and tension of the past weeks melt into the warmth of this welcome. I feel a tear slip down my cheek, a mix of joy and relief, as Ryan steps forward.

"Mom, I… I've had a lot of time to think," he starts, his voice steady but emotional. "And I’ve realized a few things. Mainly, that love—real love—is about wanting happiness for the ones you love, even if it's not the way you envisioned it."

The sincerity in his words, the open expression on his face—it's all I need to see. I move towards him, slowly due to my crutches, but with a heart surging with hope.

Ryan meets me halfway, wrapping his arms around me in a hug that feels like a bridge mending over a chasm. "I'm sorry, Mom. For everything."

I hold him tight, tears streaming freely now. "I'm sorry too, Ryan. Thank you for this… for understanding."

“Well, Trisha was the one who helped me see beyond my stupidity,” Ryan says.

“Actually, it was Mom who helped me help you see through your stupidity. That voice note I sent you… yeah, those were her words.” I look around and smile at Martha, who goes red in the face.

“Happy to help,” she says.

“What voice note?” I ask.

“We have a lot to discuss,” says James, walking up to Amelia and holding her hand, “but right now, how about we open up one of our wines and celebrate this new chapter?” James suggests, his voice light with relief.

Everyone murmurs in agreement, and Amelia, with a playful sparkle in her eye, heads towards the wine cabinet. She selects a bottle of our finest and expertly uncorks the bottle, the sound of the popping cork adds a note of finality to the reconciliations and new beginnings unfolding in the room. Glasses are distributed, and soon the pale gold liquid sparkles in each, reflecting the soft lighting of the living room.

“To family, forgiveness, and new beginnings.” Trisha raises her glass, her voice steady and clear.

Everyone clinks glasses, the sound crisp in the quiet room. “To love, in all its forms,” I add, her gaze meeting each person’s, lingering a moment longer on Ryan, who nods back at her with a newfound understanding.

And then from the corner of my eye, I see him. Robert Carmichael, his figure a rigid silhouette against the doorway. There's a severity in his stance that makes the air around him seem cooler, his gaze sweeping the room with an unreadable expression. He's watching the laughter and toasts, but his own lips are a straight line, and his arms are crossed—a clear sign of his discomfort with the festivities, especially the evident closeness between Trisha and me.

The room, buzzing with warmth, grows subtly tense as others begin to notice his standoffish posture. The Carmichaels, despite their cheer, are acutely aware of their patriarch's mood, which always has a way of setting the tone.

Just as the atmosphere starts to feel too strained, Robert clears his throat, stepping into the room fully. Everyone's eyes are on him, the previous mirth simmering down into a quiet anticipation of his next words.

"I suppose," he begins, his voice deep and steady, "that if I'm to get used to all these modern family dynamics, I might need a bit more of this wine to help it all go down easier." His attempt at humor, dry as the Riesling we're drinking, surprisingly cracks the tension like a well-aimed wedge.

A relieved chuckle spreads through the room, and I can't help but smile, genuinely amused. The old man has his moments.

"Come here, Robert, try the new batch. It might just sweeten your disposition," Granny Carla calls out, waving a filled glass towards him.

Robert accepts the glass, his smirk a concession to join us, finally stepping into the circle. "To family," he toasts, his voice more robust now, "however unconventional it might seem."

The laughter that follows is lighter, freer. Even as I join in, my heart lifts a little more. It's a relief to see barriers bending, even if they're not quite broken yet.

∞∞∞

Amelia, nestled comfortably against James in the sagging bean bag, tilts her head back to look at him. "So, how did that guy even get in here?" Her voice carries a mix of curiosity and concern.

"It was the storm," Trisha murmurs, her voice muffled slightly as she rests her head in my lap. "Most of the security had to pull back because of the severe weather."

I stretch my legs out, resting them on the ottoman, feeling the cozy warmth of the moment seeping in. "And don't forget, Victor Frost's vineyard is just over that flimsy brick wall there. It’s hardly five feet tall."

Above us, the intertwined glow of fairy lights and stars creates a canopy of soft illumination. Around us, the trees sway with a gentle rhythm, their movements a quiet backdrop to our conversation. This spot, just outside the main bedroom, has always been my favorite part of the villa. Sitting here now, with Trisha’s warmth against me and surrounded by friends, feels surreal. Just a week ago, I was grappling with despair, believing my world was crumbling. But tonight, with Trisha here, safe in my embrace, life seems not just bearable but blessed.

“Now that the two of you are madly in love and all that shit, where do we stand on the whole yeast strains thing for fermentation?” James jokes, breaking the serene mood with his usual lack of tact.

I glance at Trisha, whose eyes dance with a spark of playfulness. "We haven't exactly settled that debate yet," I confess, my voice light.

Trisha props herself up a bit, her tone mock-serious. "We'll need to find some common ground, Ms. Whitmore," she declares, the twinkle in her eye unmistakable.

"Really? Not even after I practically took a bullet for you?" I retort, feigning indignation.

She laughs, the sound mingling with the rustle of leaves around us. "Business and pleasure, darling—they don't mix," she quips.

I play along, my eyebrow raised in mock offense. "I'm wounded, truly. And here I thought I specialized in the business of pleasure. Guess you'll have to negotiate with someone less… enjoyable."

Trisha's expression shifts to something more serious, though her eyes still gleam with mischief. "Actually, I've been thinking," she begins, leaning closer so her breath tickles my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. "Your ideas might just work, but only if we run proper trials first."

Her lips barely brush my earlobe, igniting a familiar warmth. The urge to pull her into my lap is almost overwhelming, but her next words hold me in place.

"But I can’t just hand you a win, can I?" she teases, a sly grin forming.

I chuckle, playing along. "You surrendered quite easily on our first night, as I recall."

Trisha smirks, her voice dropping to a sultry whisper. "Not this time. I'll agree to your yeast strains, but only if you agree to let me use ‘Stabby’ on occasion."

I glance at Amelia and James, who are tangled in their own whispered conversation, before replying with a smirk, “I’ve never let anyone else do that before.”

“I know, and that’s exactly why I want to be the first,” Trisha retorts with a daring glint in her eyes.

“And you think you can handle it?” I challenge, raising an eyebrow.

“I’ve seen you use it on me. I might even show you up,” she declares, climbing into my lap, her face inches from mine, her breath mixing with mine.

“Hey! Your brother is right here!” James protests loudly from across the room.

“You’ve done way worse in front of me, James. Mind your business!” Trisha snaps back without breaking eye contact with me, then her voice softens, turning sultry. “So, what do you say, Ms. Whitmore? Will you let your little vixen take the lead? To fuck you exactly how she wants, for as long as she wants?”

The thought sends a thrill through me, my body responding to her nearness and the promise in her words. “Yes,” I breathe out, my voice thick with anticipation. “I’d love for you to be my first.”

I pull her closer, our lips meeting in a passionate, searing kiss that drowns out James’s exaggerated gagging sounds in the background.


Epilogue (Trisha)

One Year Later

The Tuscan sun is beating down hard, and I’m here trying not to melt into a puddle while slathering on sunblock. The view from our villa is a knockout, all rolling hills and vineyards stretching out like green waves. And there’s Katrina, stretched out on her sunbed looking like a total snack in a tiny black bikini that should probably be illegal.

I could just crash next to her, but where's the fun in that? Instead, I saunter over, my skin still tacky from the sunscreen, and instead of taking the empty sunbed, I opt for a more direct approach. Climbing onto Katrina’s sunbed, I straddle her carefully, grinning down at her surprised face.

I climb onto her, my body a soft cascade over hers, aligning our curves in a deliberate, sultry descent. My thighs straddle hers, skin to skin, our warmth mingling, blurring the lines where I end and she begins. Her hands ascend my back, a tender exploration, as if charting undiscovered territory.

I dip my head, lips grazing the shell of her ear. “Ryan got the job,” I breathe, the words a silken thread in the hum of the afternoon.

“Really?” Her voice ripples with genuine delight, vibrations against my chest.

“Wall Street’s about to get a lot more charming,” I murmur, pulling back to drink in her expression, a mix of pride and joy lighting up her features.

“He’s finally sailing smooth,” I say, sinking closer, our chests brushing with each breath.

“Just like us,” she whispers, her hands tightening on my hips, securing our intimate tangle.

Above us, the expanse of the Tuscan sky stretches wide and clear, a vast canvas echoing our newfound peace.

“So, we’ve been here for a week now. What’s your take on Tuscan wines?” Katrina asks, hugging me tight and pulling me flush against her.

I plant a soft kiss on Katrina’s sun-warmed shoulder. “This Chianti is good,” I murmur against her skin, “but it’s no Elysian.”

Katrina’s laugh is low and seductive. “Elysian has a fuller body, just like its creator,” she teases, her hands finding my hips as she pulls me closer. She presses a kiss just below my collarbone. “More complex, too.”

Sliding onto her, our bodies align with delicious precision. “And it ages beautifully,” I add, nipping at her neck, eliciting a soft moan that stirs the air between us. “Just gets better with time.”

“Like us,” Katrina agrees, her breath quickening as she trails kisses along my jaw. Her hands wander down my back, pulling at the ties of my bikini top. “Elysian’s finish is long and satisfying… much like what I plan for us today.”

I laugh, tugging at her bikini bottom playfully. “Our wine seduces the palate, much like you seduce everything else.”

“Only the best,” she asserts, flipping us over with a swift movement that leaves me breathless and underneath her, the sunbed barely containing us. “Shall we conduct a more… thorough tasting?”

“Absolutely,” I gasp as her lips claim mine again, our conversation about wine seamlessly transforming into a deeper exploration of each other. 

Katrina’s hands press against both my tits, her lips press down hard against my neck. “Nothing will ever be better than what we craft in our vineyard,” she murmurs against my skin, and I grab the back of her head impulsively.

“Nothing… will taste better,” I agree, as Katrina’s mouth envelops my nipple through my bikini top. I arch into my lover and wrap a leg around her waist.

“What we create… is magic. It’s the fucking best.” She bites my nipple, and I gasp in pain and pleasure.

“It’s the best-selling wine in Texas.” I thread my fingers through Katrina’s hair and slide the other hand inside her bikini bottom to palm her gorgeous ass.

“Yeah, soon to be the best-selling wine in the country.” Katrina tugs at my bikini top and yanks it aside to stare hungrily at the nipple she has just exposed.

“It’s fucking perfect. I can already taste it in my mouth,” she growls, and I recognize the hunger in her eyes. It’s the hunger that tells me my nipples are gonna be sore for the rest of the day.

I pull on the strings and Katrina’s top falls away, and I salivate at the sight of her tits.

“I could do with a little tasting myself.” My hands wander down Katrina’s curvaceous body and pull her bikini bottom down to her knees.

“Who gets to taste first?” Katrina smirks, unable to take her eyes off my heaving tits.

“The one who makes the wine?”

“That’s both of us now,” Katrina says and leans down to graze my nipple with the tip of her nose while drawing in a long breath.

“Then we gotta taste it at the same time, right?” I say and lift my tit up so that it’s right next to my lips and Katrina’s.

“Oh my… fuck!” Katrina’s eyes go wide.

“Ready?” I ask as my tongue snakes out from between my lips, ready to start licking my own nipples.

“Oh… yes!”

“One, two, three…!”

∞∞∞

“This might be the most beautiful place in the world,” I say, pulling the blanket tighter around us. The fire crackles nearby, casting a warm glow that dances over Katrina's face, softening the edges of her strong features.

She smiles, leaning back against me, her head resting on my shoulder. "It's perfect, isn't it? Just like this moment."

The villa behind us, a sprawling stone structure with terracotta roofs, stands quietly against the night sky. Its walls, bathed in the soft light from the firepit, carry a timeless charm that resonates with the lush Tuscan landscape around us. The rolling hills stretch endlessly, dotted with olive trees and vineyards that ripple under the moonlight like waves of green and silver.

Every so often, a gentle breeze stirs, carrying with it the rich scent of earth and grapes—a reminder of the day's wine tastings and the deep, tangy aroma of the local varietals. It's a fragrance that speaks of age-old traditions and new adventures, blending seamlessly as our own stories have.

Below us, the valley is a shadowy quilt of fields and pastures, silent and serene. Occasionally, the distant sound of a dog barking or a car passing on a far-off road breaks the quiet, but it's a fleeting disturbance that quickly fades back into the tranquil night.

"I could stay here forever," Katrina murmurs, her hand finding mine under the blanket. Her fingers are warm, her grip firm. "With you, with this view, with our wine… it feels like we've carved out our own little piece of eternity."

I squeeze her hand, my eyes tracing the outline of the nearby cypress trees, their tall, slender forms standing like sentinels in the night. "Let's make it our goal, then. To capture this peace, this beauty in everything we do."

Katrina turns to face me, her eyes reflecting the flickering flames. "And to think, a year ago, I was ready to give it all up."

"But we didn't," I remind her gently. "And look where we are now."

"Yes," she agrees, her voice a whisper of gratitude. "Look where we are, all because we dared to love, to fight, to dream."

The fire pops, sending a spray of sparks into the air, and we both watch them ascend, bright against the dark, before fading into the night—ephemeral, yet unforgettable, much like the moments we share here, under the Tuscan sky.

Katrina's voice cuts through the serenity, a sharp reminder of reality. “We can’t stay here forever, though. In a week, James and Amelia are off to their honeymoon, and we’ll need to step up at the vineyard.”

I feel a twinge of disappointment, the real world looming over our Tuscan dream. Under the blanket, my fingers brush against the small box I’ve been hiding—a surprise I’ve been holding onto for the right moment.

“Can we not talk about work right now?” I murmur, shifting slightly to face her more directly. “We’re here, in this beautiful place. Let’s not ruin it with talk of responsibilities.”

Katrina pauses, sensing the change in my tone. “I know, I just… I worry about leaving things unfinished.”

I smile, taking her hand and placing it over the box still hidden under the blanket. “Some things are worth pausing everything else for,” I say softly.

Her brow furrows slightly, curious. “What are you up to, Trisha?”

“Just thinking about all the reasons we’re here,” I reply, slowly pulling the box out and opening it to reveal a stunning 5-carat ring that sparkles intensely in the firelight.

Katrina gasps, her eyes widening in shock. “Trisha, is that…?”

“Yes,” I breathe out, my heart pounding. “Remember when you joked about a 5-carat ring? I took that shit seriously, babe. I know we said we’d take things slow after everything that’s happened, but being here with you, I don’t want to wait to tell you how much I want this. How much I want us. Forever.”

Her eyes fill with tears, a mix of surprise and overwhelming joy. “You’re serious?”

“Never been more serious in my life,” I affirm, squeezing her hand. “I love you, Katrina. More than the vineyard, more than wine, more than anything. I want to make this official, if you’ll have me.”

Katrina’s response is a breathless laugh, full of happiness. “Here, in Tuscany, under the stars, you propose with a ring that's everything we joked about. Yes, Trisha, yes a thousand times. Of course, I’ll have you.”

“So, is that a yes?” I tease lightly, holding my breath.

“It’s an emphatic yes,” she whispers, leaning in to kiss me deeply. “It’s a yes to you, to us, to a future together. Yes, yes, YES!”

The End
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Sydney Moore, 23, a blonde bombshell, and sporting an unlucky streak so long it could rival her ex’s list of excuses. She’s back in Harbor Point—jobless, heartbroken, and bracing for the awkward family reunions. Home is where the heart is, sure, but it’s also where the grudges have taken root, particularly with her elder sister Claire, who still hasn't forgiven Sydney for her great escape when the going got tough. To top it off, their family’s beloved beach restaurant, Moore Waves, is under a rent siege by none other than Triss Frost—Claire's former BFF turned enemy and the infamous daughter of the man who won Sydney's family restaurant from her father in a gambling match when Sydney was just a child.




Enter Triss Frost, 33, a hot-as-hell rock goddess, clad in leather, and decorated with sexy tattoos that have their own Instagram pages. Known to the world as 'The Arrogant Bitch,' she’s back in town not for a nostalgia tour, but to face the music of her own rocky past. When Sydney crashes her doorstep to contest the skyrocketing rent, it isn’t just the old family feud that reignites. Triss, in a stroke of either genius or madness, offers Sydney a deal too intriguing to pass up: become her personal assistant, and she’ll slash the rent.




Click Here To Read Now!








Prolouge

Vivian? 

Veronica? 

Or was it one of those hard-to-pronounce names like Saoirse? I can’t seem to remember to save my life. All I know is, the girl sitting in front of me has a body sculpted like Kylie Jenner, and eyes that stare me down as if I’m her next meal.

“I lost my virginity to one of your songs,” she purrs seductively, leaning forward and making my mouth water at the sight of her stunning breasts.

She knows what she's doing.

The entire world knows by now that I’m a breast girl, and whether it’s Vivian or Veronica, she’s using that knowledge to her advantage.

Good girl.

"Which song?" I ask.

"Kiss Me/Kill Me," she purrs, emphasizing 'Kill' in a way that sets my heart racing... and my pussy throbbing.

I smile and lean back on the couch. "Is your dress expensive?" I ask her, scanning her body from head to toe.

"Maybe for some. Not for me," she replies with a sly grin.

"Gucci?"

"Yes, Spring 2024. Straight off the runway," she says, her eyes twinkling even in the dim, ambient lighting of my recording studio. I can see the lust shimmering on her face. Oh, the things I will do to her.

"So, you wouldn’t mind me ripping it off you, would you?"

The girl chuckles, looking away for a moment before meeting my gaze again. "Only if you let me return the favor."

"Come here," I whisper, beckoning her with my finger.

She walks over, almost too eagerly, and before she can settle next to me on the couch, I grab her by the waist and make her straddle my lap. I usually prefer my kittens right where their tits are in my face.

She gets the idea and flings her arms around my neck, leaning in for a kiss. But before our lips meet, I grab her by the neck and take a slow, long lick up the side of her face. Her foundation tastes bitter on my tongue, but I relish in tasting it.

Slipping a hand beneath her thighs, I grab the hem of her dress and hoist it above her waist, urging her to straddle me harder than ever.

"How long have these panties been wet?" My fingers tug her dress off her shoulders to reveal a very cute shoulder that I can't help but smother with my lips.

"Ever since you walked out on stage with your guitar..."

Vivian or Veronica moans as I make her grind against my legs while her panties cling to her plump hips.

I slide her panties to the side, and when her pussy touches my skin, the girl lets out a low, husky moan.

"I've wanted this all my life."

"What?" I ask.

"To be with you, even if just for one night."

"What if I want you on more than just one night?"

"I am all yours, Triss Frost. You are a fucking goddess to me."

And you are just flesh and bones that I want to ravish.

"Grind your ass on me," I command, leaning back to enjoy the view.

The girl’s giving it her all, holding onto my shoulders and thrusting like a maniac.

She thrusts so hard that her pussy lips start making a wet, slippery sound against my thighs.

She thrusts so hard that the couch starts shaking.

"You’re married?"

"Ah fuck... yes!" she manages amidst guttural moans.

"Does your husband know what you're doing?" I push her hair out of her face and hold it in a fist.

“No…”

“Will he kiss you when you go home?”

“Yes, oh fuck, Triss!”

“Then we gotta make sure he tastes me on your lips, right?” I push the girl off my lap, and make her kneel in front of me.

“Crawl between my legs, darling, and eat me out until I see my juices all over your face.”

The girl nods enthusiastically while parting my legs. I tap on my phone, and the studio fills with the sound of my own voice. Yes, I like to fuck to my own songs. The media didn’t give me the title of the most ‘self-centered, egoistical, self-obsessed’ rockstar of all time for nothing.

The first lick of her tongue lands on my clit, making me choke her with my thighs.

I run my hands through her hair, and close my eyes as she lashes at my pussy.

I part my lips, arch in pleasure, and almost moan. Almost.

The girl almost did the impossible, but it takes more than Kylie Jenner hips and a Cindy Crawford face to make Triss Frost moan.

What does it take? Even I don’t know. Some people say the woman I will finally fall in love with will make me moan, but Triss Frost falling in love is as likely as the world continuing to spin without any surprises. 

I press deeper into the couch as her tongue works with relentless enthusiasm, each stroke sending ripples through my core. I glance down, her eyes locked on mine—determined, hungry. There's something undeniably intoxicating about being watched, about seeing that look of sheer desire painted so vividly across someone's face.

"Harder," I whisper, my voice barely a thread of sound, but she hears me. The music swells around us, my own voice echoing off the walls, a perfect symphony of narcissism and pleasure. This is how I like it—immersing myself in the melody of my past triumphs while indulging in the carnal pleasures of the present.

Her fingers join in, playing me like one of the strings on my guitar, skilled and unyielding. I tilt my head back, letting the sensation wash over me, pushing me closer to the edge but never quite over it. That’s the game I play, always dancing on the precipice, never fully surrendering to the fall.

"Look at me," I direct my stern voice at Vivian or Veronica, while I push my hips up to meet her strokes.

She ties her hair back into a bun and gives me a ferocious gaze that screams, 'I am going all in.'

And she does.

I throw my hands back and gasp for air when I climax, accidentally knocking a Grammy from the shelf above the couch.

The Grammy falls to the floor, and I gaze at it as Vivian or Veronica tongue-fucks me like her life depends on it.

"Oh my god!" the girl stops, afraid she might have caused me to break my Grammy.

"Don’t stop!" I scream.

"But... your Grammy..."

"Fuck the Grammy. Don’t stop!" I push her head back between my thighs and climax within seconds.

As I hit the peak, the thrill ripping through me, the door to my studio swings open. 

Miranda Jones, my manager, strides in, her expression as composed as if she’s just walked into a board meeting instead of a sex scene. I’m still panting, sprawled on the couch, when I catch her eye. No shock there, no surprise—this isn’t her first rodeo walking in on my escapades.

The girl between my legs—Vivian, Veronica, whatever her name—jumps up like she’s been electrocuted. She’s obviously not used to an audience, especially not my iron-faced manager. Her cheeks flush a deeper shade of red as she fumbles to straighten her dress, looking anywhere but at Miranda.

“Thanks, uh—Vivian,” I say, still catching my breath, a mischievous smirk playing on my lips.

“It’s Veronica,” she corrects me, her tone a mix of annoyance and embarrassment.

“Right, Vivian,” I continue, pretending to misunderstand again. I can’t help but tease; it’s stronger than the afterglow.

Her eyes narrow, not sure if I’m playing a game or just plain insulting her. “It’s Veronica,” she insists, this time her voice sharper, edged with frustration.

I chuckle, shaking my head slightly. “Sure, Valerie. Thanks for the, uh, tune-up.”

Miranda clears her throat, a subtle but clear signal that playtime's over. “I think it’s time for Veronica to leave, Triss. We have important matters to discuss.”

Veronica shoots me a look that could curdle milk. She grabs her bag and storms out, her exit as dramatic as a soap opera finale, slamming the door behind her with Oscar-worthy flair.

I watch her leave with annoyance, sad that I could not fulfill my promise of tearing her dress.

Once the door clicks shut, Miranda’s business mask softens just a fraction. “Triss,” she begins, her voice unusually gentle, “there’s something you need to know.”

I straighten up, sensing the shift in her tone. “What’s up?”

“It’s your father,” she pauses, searching for the right words, “He passed away last night in Harbor Point.”

The news hits me like a bucket of ice water. My father and I weren’t close, not by any stretch, but he was still my dad. The room feels suddenly colder, the afterglow of my recent activities quickly fading into a numb void.

“Are you sure?” My voice doesn’t sound like my own; it’s hollow, distant.

“Yes, I’ve just confirmed it with your Aunt Sylvia. The funeral is in two days. They’re expecting you to be there.”

Harbor Point.

The town I’d left behind along with all the tangled memories of my childhood. Going back wouldn’t just be a simple trip down memory lane; it would be reopening a book I thought I’d slammed shut a long time ago.

“I... I need to think about this,” I murmur, running a hand through my hair.

Miranda nods, understanding the turmoil likely churning inside me. “Take your time, Triss. But not too much. This… it’s important.”

“Yeah, I get it.” I stand up, feeling suddenly unsteady. “Thanks, Miranda. Can you give me a minute?”

“Of course.” She turns to leave, then stops at the door. “And Triss?”

“Yeah?”

“Whatever you decide, I’m here for you.” Her words, simple yet sincere, linger in the air long after she’s gone.

Left alone, I sink back into the couch, my mind a whirlwind of thoughts. Harbor Point, my father, the past—all converging into a storm I’m not sure I’m ready to weather. 

I haven’t set foot in Harbor Point for years, but now, a sudden, almost desperate urge to return claws at my insides.

I bend down to pick up the Grammy I won five years back—back when my career was at its peak, and I didn’t have to resort to face-fucking young LA social climbers to distract myself from the self-doubts that have been stealthily invading the basement of my mind.

Carefully, I place the Grammy back on the shelf, my gaze drifting to a photo of my father. Michael Frost: charismatic, highly complicated, the man responsible for both catapulting me to stardom and inflicting my deepest childhood wounds.

To the world, Michael Frost, the music manager, ceased to exist years ago, but I have kept Dad alive in my heart, even after everything he has done.

But now, he has truly left me.

Next to Dad’s picture is a small map of Harbor Point. A young girl from the town gave it to me once, telling me she too planned to escape to LA one day to become a movie star. In my head, I silently hoped she never realizes her dream.

LA is a madhouse. It devours your soul, your art, your morality, leaving you a shell of a woman whose only desires are to suck on plump breasts and grind against eager pussies. Maybe that’s why, for the first time in years, the idea of going back to Harbor Point seems like a reprieve.

As I stare at the map, the outlines of streets and beaches I once knew as well as the curves of my own guitar, nostalgia mixes with bitter anticipation. Returning means confronting ghosts I have danced with in my dreams, but perhaps it’s time to face the music, both the melody and the dissonance of my past.


One (Sydney)

As the bus rumbles into Harbor Point, I press my forehead against the cool window, watching the familiar streets unfurl like scenes from an old movie. My earbuds funnel my favorite playlist directly into my brain, each song a pulse of the life I'm leaving behind. 

I can't help but let my eyes wander from the changing landscape to the girl sitting next to me. She smells like jasmine—light and sweet, a scent that's instantly calming and impossibly enticing. She's breathtaking, too, with skin that radiates under the bus’s harsh lighting and lips so full they look like they're crafted from velvet. Her hair cascades in soft waves, the kind that you can't help but imagine running your fingers through.

I sneak glances, feeling a stir of something adventurous, a whisper of my recent escapades on the cruise. But as the bus edges closer to the center of town, a sinking feeling tethers the wilder parts of me. Harbor Point is small; the kind of place where secrets are luxury items that nobody can afford. Here, everybody knows everybody, and every whisper of change becomes a headline.

The thrill of my newfound sexuality, the liberty of my life at sea—feels like they're slipping through my fingers. I worry that coming back here might mean shelving parts of myself that I just started to unveil and understand. The thought of dimming these newly discovered lights within me to fit into the muted tones of Harbor Point is disheartening.

I pull out one earbud, the real world mixing with the remnants of my playlist. The girl next to me catches my eye, smiles softly, and it's a small, perfect distraction.

I imagine what it would be like to ask for her number before I get off, then I venture further into my imaginations, visualizing what it would be like to kiss her full, juicy lower lips that just curled into a smile.

But then, the bus grinds to a halt, and she waves goodbye to me.

She gets off, taking with her any hope I had of asking her out. Just as I am wallowing in my sorrow, my phone rings and I see Natalie’s name flash across the screen.

"Hi," I say, my voice carrying a note of melancholy.

"You sound like you just realized being gay was a phase," Natalie quips, her voice overly cheerful and grating on my nerves.

"Shut up. I just entered Harbor Point, and it hit me all over again why I left in the first place."

Natalie pauses, likely sensing my mood shift. "That bad, huh?"

"Worse," I admit, staring out the window at the familiar, yet foreign streets. "It's like stepping back into a time capsule—one I desperately don't want to open."

She sighs sympathetically. "Well, just remember why you're back. You're not staying, right? Just a visit."

"Just a visit," I echo, trying to convince myself more than her. "A quick in and out. See the family, handle what needs handling, and then back to life…if life throws a very lucrative job at me somewhere in the Upper East Side as a bar manager."

"And maybe find a cute girl to distract you?" Natalie suggests, trying to lighten the mood.

I manage a half-hearted laugh. "Yeah, maybe. If Harbor Point has suddenly become a hub for cute, available lesbians since I've been gone."

"Stranger things have happened," she muses. "I married my best friend’s wife. Keep your eyes open, and maybe your heart a little, too. You never know, Syd."

"Yeah," I murmur, a flicker of hope stirring amidst the resignation. 

"You never know."

“Have you spoken to Timmy yet?” Natalie asked.

I let out an irritated sigh. “Fuck him. He’s history, Natalie. The guy broke my heart when I needed him most. I can’t believe I ever imagined a life with him,” I say as the beach finally comes into view.

The bus moves closer to the shore, and the familiar sights of Harbor Point's beachside area start to fill the bus windows. The stretch of white sand is dotted with colorful beach umbrellas, fluttering like the wings of a kaleidoscope of butterflies against the blue backdrop of the ocean.

At least I would still be close to my first love here…the ocean.

“But can you imagine a life with a girl now?” Natalie presses.

I roll my eyes.

“I’ve only been with two women...twice each. All of this is still new to me. Plus, my main concern right now is figuring out what lie to tell Claire and Liam about why I'm returning. They still think I earn big bucks on the big cruise, living a big, adult life. You know how hard I fought to get out of Harbor Point two years ago. I’m sure they won’t be thrilled to see me back without having achieved much.”

“Syd, don’t forget this is just a temporary break. Just until you figure out your next move. The cruise was just a learning curve. You’ll go on to greater things from here,” Natalie reassures me.

“But I liked the cruise. It was the life I always wanted. Free, fun, and filled with great friends. And I’ll miss you and Tara, too.”

“We’ll come visit, don’t worry.”

“You better,” I say, a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth as my stop finally comes into view.

The bus shudders to a stop, and I grab my luggage, ready to disembark. As I step down onto the pavement, the crisp sea air hits me, swirling around like an old friend with an unexpected embrace. It feels weirdly peaceful, a stark contrast to the turmoil bubbling inside me.

“Nat, it’s bizarre,” I say into the phone, hauling my bag behind me. “The moment I stepped off the bus and this sea breeze hit me, I felt... strangely at peace.”

“Maybe it’s a sign,” Natalie muses. “Like, maybe Harbor Point is your spiritual animal or something.”

“Ha, more like my spirit hurdle,” I quip as I start walking down the main street. The town hasn't changed much. The same old Banner’s Bakery stands at the corner, puffing out smells that could tempt a saint. Mrs. Banner still waves at me from inside, her eyes crinkling in recognition—or maybe from all the flour dust.

I continue describing the scene to Natalie. “I see the old movie theater where I had my first kiss. It’s got a new coat of paint but still shows films that everyone else watched last year. It’s like living in a time warp.”

“Vintage chic, Sydney. You’re just experiencing vintage chic,” Natalie retorts.

“And the weather here, it's like the sun has commitment issues. Bright and sunny one minute, cloudy with a chance of existential dread the next,” I joke, though the sun today is uncharacteristically committed, blazing down with a fierce summer zeal.

As I round the corner, the familiar sight of our family's beach shack or restaurant, whatever you want to call it, comes into view. It's nestled right on the sand, a rustic little structure with a faded sign swinging above the door that reads "Moore Waves." The paint is peeling slightly, giving it a weather-beaten look that just screams authentic beach charm.

"Nat, you should see it," I say, my voice swelling with pride despite my nerves. "The shack looks amazing. It's all rugged and sun-kissed, like something straight out of an old surf movie."

"Sounds like a hipster paradise," Natalie chuckles. "Do they serve avocado toast and overpriced coffee?"

"No, but there’s plenty of saltwater taffy and the best fish tacos on the coast," I reply, feeling a smile break across my face as I take in the sight of the old wooden benches outside, the nets and buoys decorating the walls.

I hesitate at the edge of the wooden boardwalk, my heart pounding a little harder. "I’m just... a bit nervous to go in."

"Hey, just strut in there like you own the place. Which, technically, you kind of do," Natalie encourages.

“I don’t know about that. Claire made it pretty clear the last time I left that if I leave, I renounce all claims to Moore Waves,” I say, carefully stepping off the boardwalk and lifting my suitcase a few inches off the ground to keep it away from the sand.

“Yeah, but didn’t you tell me even your siblings don’t actually own Moore Waves?”

“That’s a whole different saga,” I exclaim, taking a deep breath of the salty air as I haul my luggage toward the beach shack. “The Frosts own the place. We just pay them rent. Well, they stole it from us, really.”

“And the Frosts are…?” Natalie prompts, her voice filled with curiosity.

“Very evil people. Especially Triss Frost.”

“Triss Frost? I hope you’re not talking about…”

“Yep, exactly her,” I confirm.

“No way!” Natalie exclaims in shock.

“Yeah, the rockstar herself. Her family's had their claws in this place since her dad won it off mine in a bet years ago. And now she’s the frosty queen holding the deed.”

Natalie whistles low. “That’s just… wow. And you decide to tell me now? When you know I’ve been a major Frost Fan!,” Natalie rants before cooling off, “And here you are, walking back into the dragon’s den.”

“More like the mermaid’s cove with a dragon lurking,” I quip, trying to lighten the mood as the shack comes fully into view. It's quaint, with its driftwood sign and the sound of the waves crashing rhythmically against the shore like an old lullaby.

“Then I guess now isn’t a good time to tell you that apart from being just a fan, I’ve always had a major crush on Triss Frost,” Natalie says hesitantly, just as I stop dead in my tracks on the way to the beach shack.

“How dare you? She’s the enemy, Natalie!”

“I didn’t know that! Plus, she wears leather and plays an electric guitar!”

“So?”

“And she’s gay. And… she has amazing eyes and an ass that just… pops in that bodysuit she wears on stage. God, her eyes are like…”

“Natalie, I swear I’ll get back on a bus and travel all those millions of miles just to whoop your ass, girl. Triss Frost and her family took everything from us, and no matter how great her ass is, or how hot she looks playing that guitar, or how low her corsets are cut, no one from my team is allowed to crush on her!”

“Says the girl who knows exactly how low her tops are! Seems like someone is keeping tabs on the hot rockstar neighbor you never told me you had.”

The banter, though playful, carries a sting.

“You know what, I didn’t call you to listen to you swoon over Triss Frost.”

“You never called me. I called you.”

“I don’t care. I’ll speak to you soon, and please remember you're married to a beautiful woman named Tara before you fantasize about Triss Frost on stage.”

“Yeah, that’s the thing… Tara loves her as well.”

“Great. I guess that’s my cue to exit this conversation. Talk to you later,” I say, and end the call with a mix of annoyance and frustration.

I can’t fathom why people are so enamored with Triss Frost.

She’s self-centered, self-obsessed, and a self-proclaimed savior of rock and roll. She struts around as if she owns the world and has supposedly hooked up with half the supermodels out there.

I shake my head in frustration, trying to dislodge the unwelcome image of Triss Frost performing at a Victoria’s Secret show. It was there she audaciously made out with a supermodel while shredding on her electric guitar, her antics blazoned across every media outlet.

Why does she always have to be so ostentatious? And why does everyone else seem to love her for it?

Shaking my head with a mix of amusement and exasperation, I finally reach the beach shack. The faded paint on the "Moore Waves" sign feels nostalgic, a stark reminder of countless summers spent under its roof. The door creaks loudly as I push it open, the familiar smell of salt and fried seafood filling my nostrils. It's comforting, in a way, this sensory blast from the past.

Inside, the dim lighting flickers, casting shadows over empty tables and chairs stacked against the walls, unused and gathering dust. The once vibrant chatter and laughter that filled the air are replaced by a suffocating silence, punctuated only by the sparse conversations of a handful of dispirited patrons. The menu board, sun-faded and outdated, lists specials that no one seems interested in anymore.

Outside, the adjacent beach, once a bustling hub of activity that fed the shack's vibrancy, lies deserted. The absence of visitors speaks volumes of the shack’s decline, mirrored by the nearly empty tip jar at the register.

Claire is the first to notice me. She's wiping down the counter, her back turned, but she pauses, her posture stiffening. When she turns around, her expression is unreadable. "Sydney," she says flatly, her voice carrying a mix of surprise and something less pleasant.

"Hey, Claire," I reply, trying to keep my tone light despite the tightness in my chest. "It's been a while."

"Yeah, it has." Her response is cool, guarded. We both stand there, the air thick with unsaid things, the years of distance between us feeling wider than ever.

Liam emerges from the back with a crate of soft drinks, his face lighting up when he sees me. "Syd! When did you get back?" He sets down the crate and comes over to wrap me in a bear hug, his warmth momentarily breaking the tension.

"Just now," I manage to say, returning his embrace. His familiarity is a balm to the awkwardness with Claire.

"We didn't know you were coming," Claire says, her voice softening slightly as she joins our reunion. "What brings you home?"

I glance between them, my resolve firming. "Just needed to see home again," I say, opting to keep the real reasons to myself for now.

As the last patrons trickle out of Moore Waves, I take a moment to really look at Claire and Liam as we settle down at a table overlooking the sea. The setting sun casts a soft glow, lending a temporary warmth to their worn expressions.

Claire looks more worn than I remember. Her hair, once a vibrant blonde like mine, is pulled back into a tight bun, revealing the beginnings of stress lines across her forehead. There's a hardness in her blue eyes, a sort of resilience built from years of fighting to keep the shack afloat. 

She's thinner, her cheekbones more pronounced, and her clothes—a simple, faded blue apron over a plain white tee and jeans—speak to her no-nonsense approach to life now. There's a practicality in her appearance, gone is any sign of the carefree sister I grew up with, who loved bright colors and laughter. Dad’s death, followed by her husband’s has clearly shaken her foundations as a human, and I didn’t really help by leaving her right after.

Liam, the eldest out of all of us, seems to have aged differently. His frame is broader, filled out from physical labor around the shack, and his beard, unkempt and a bit too long, does little to hide the tiredness in his green eyes. His hair is tousled by the sea breeze, and his usual bright smile seems subdued. He wears a stained t-shirt and rugged jeans, signs of his daily grind. 

Despite the rough exterior, there’s a gentleness about him that remains unchanged, a quiet strength that has always been his anchor.

“You should have told us you were coming,” Liam’s deep voice rumbles, reminding me why I was always slightly terrified of him as a child.

“I wanted it to be a surprise,” I reply, managing a thin smile that Liam mirrors, though Claire remains expressionless.

“You look good. Your hair’s longer now,” Claire observes, her steely eyes scrutinizing me.

“Yeah, thought I’d style it like you used to,” I respond, meeting Claire’s gaze, searching for a trace of warmth. There's just a hint of it, hidden behind layers of icy reserve.

“How’s your job on the cruise?” Liam asks, pouring some iced tea for me into a wooden mug emblazoned with a coconut on the side.

“It’s fine. I’m on holiday at the moment. It’s the off-season, you know.”

“I thought summers were the peak season for cruises?” Claire asks, her forehead creasing with confusion.

“Um, yeah, the season is starting a bit late this time. A tropical cyclone is brewing near the Caribbean,” I reply, just managing to cover my tracks at the last minute.

“How are things here? The last time we spoke, Liam, you were talking about renovating the shack?”

“Yeah, we did renovate it. This is the result,” Claire gestures around with a sarcastic smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. “More charming than ever, right?” Her tone drips with irony, and I feel a chill go up my spine.

So, she still hasn’t forgiven me for leaving.

Liam, sensing the tension, quickly jumps in to steer the conversation towards less turbulent waters. "We've been trying to keep things afloat here. Business has been slow, as I told you over the phon… you know, the economy and all, and not as many tourists this year," he explains, his voice carrying a hint of weariness.

He glances around the shack, the pride he once had in the renovations overshadowed by the current reality. "We thought sprucing up the place might help draw more people in, make it more appealing, but it hasn’t worked out as we hoped," he adds, his shoulders slumping slightly.

Claire nods in agreement, her earlier sharpness softening as she listens to Liam. "And to top it all off," Liam continues, "the rent has been getting steeper every quarter. It’s been tough to keep up."

“Who’s actually raising the rent?” I press, sensing there’s more to the story.

Liam shifts uncomfortably, taking a moment before he replies. “It’s the property management company that collects on behalf of the Frosts. Every quarter, they come up with some new legal reason for the hike—zoning regulations, increased property values, maintenance clauses—you name it. It’s all wrapped up in so much legal jargon it's dizzying.”

He rubs the back of his neck, his frustration evident. “We thought about getting a lawyer to look over everything, challenge some of the increases, but legal fees are steep, and there’s no guarantee we’d win. So we’ve just been trying to keep up with the payments. But now…” He trails off, shaking his head. “It’s getting to be too much.”

I frown, my mind racing with anger and concern. “That doesn’t sound right. They can’t just change the terms and hike up the rent without proper justification or notice. There have to be laws against that kind of thing.”

Liam nods, “Yeah, you’d think. But every time we push back, they threaten to evict us, and we can’t afford a legal battle to fight them. It’s like they know just how to keep us cornered.”

The weight of their struggle starts to settle on my shoulders, mixing with my own tangled feelings about being back. It’s clear that coming home isn’t just a stroll down memory lane; it’s stepping into the middle of a fight I hadn’t anticipated but one I now feel drawn into.

Claire's face tightens, the strain evident as she tries to keep her composure. "And to top it off, Triss Frost is back in town," she says, her voice sharpening. "The whole town is bending over backwards to welcome her. There are banners, events, you name it. Meanwhile, her family's company is squeezing us dry, and nobody seems to care."

She exhales sharply, then continues, "I even had to move Sarah to a different school because we can't afford the fees anymore." There's a bitter edge to her words, a mother's frustration clear in her tone.

But then, as if realizing the heaviness of the conversation, Claire's expression softens and she places a gentle hand on mine. Her smile finally reaches her eyes, the first genuine one since I’ve arrived. "Look at us, drowning you in doom and gloom the minute you step back. I don’t want your first few minutes home to be wrapped in tension and stress. We're actually really happy you're back, Syd."

She leans in, a playful glint in her eyes, and nudges me. "Besides, maybe your return will draw more crowds to the shack. You know, given your... ahem, significant assets. Might even distract the locals from Triss’s grand homecoming," she teases, lightening the mood.

I chuckle, relieved to see the old spark in Claire’s demeanor, even though it was at the expense of my sister mentioning my big tits, which catch everyone’s eyes.

"How's Sarah, by the way? Still as spirited as ever?"

Claire’s smile tightens slightly, her voice carrying a sharper edge. "Oh, she’s more than a handful. Always asking about you, constantly on your Instagram." Her tone shifts, a mix of irritation and concern threading through her words. "She’s obsessed with all those cruise pictures you post. Keeps showing them to me, saying, ‘Look, mom, that’s where Aunt Syd was last week!’"

She sighs, the lightness fading from her expression. "Honestly, it worries me. I’m afraid she might get ideas... you know, about running off like you did." The last bit comes out sharper than perhaps intended, the underlying worry for her daughter mixing with lingering resentment towards the choices I made.

The earlier ease between us thins, replaced by a familiar tension. Claire's concerns about Sarah echo the deeper fears she harbors about the stability and future of our family—fears that my departure years ago had undoubtedly magnified.

Liam, sensing the growing tension, swiftly changes the subject. “So, Syd, where are you planning to stay while you’re here?” he asks, his tone deliberately neutral.

I blink, taken aback. “I assumed I’d stay at the house. Isn’t that where—”

Liam cuts me off gently. “We actually had to sell the house a while back. We’re all living on rent now. But don’t worry, there’s a room at the back of the restaurant. I’ll get it cleaned up for you; it has everything you need—a bed, electricity. I sometimes stay there myself if I’m working late.”

The news hits me like a wave, unexpected and cold. “You sold our house?” I manage to say, my voice strained with a mix of disbelief and hurt. “The house where we grew up?”

Claire interjects before Liam can respond, her voice firm and unyielding. “Yes, we sold it, Sydney. You left, remember? You abandoned us, so we did what we had to do to keep things going here. We didn’t see it necessary to consult you—you made it clear you were out.”

The accusation stings, harsher than the sea breeze whipping around us. I feel a surge of anger mixed with the shock of losing another tangible piece of my past, but looking at Claire’s set jaw and Liam’s apologetic eyes, I realize the depth of the struggles they’ve faced in my absence.

“I… I didn’t realize things had gotten that bad,” I admit, my anger subsiding into a painful acceptance. “I’m sorry, I should have been more in touch.”

Liam places a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay, Syd. We managed. And now you’re here. Let’s focus on that, huh? I’ll get that room ready for you.”

As Liam goes to prepare my new temporary quarters, I sit there, absorbing the full impact of my return. The shack, the sale of our childhood home, the strained relationships—everything feels overwhelming. But I’m here now, and somehow, I need to find a way to make things right, or at least better, with the family I left behind.

∞∞∞

The room Liam prepared for me is tucked away at the back of Moore Waves, a small, modest space that feels almost hidden from the rest of the world. As I lie on the bed—a simple, sturdy frame holding a surprisingly comfortable mattress—I take in the sparse surroundings. The walls are paneled with weathered wood that holds the salty scent of the sea, and the single window is framed with a faded blue curtain that flutters slightly with the evening breeze.

From my vantage point on the bed, I can see out the window to the backside of the beach. It’s a quieter, more secluded area where the sounds of the waves crashing against the shore are more pronounced, a constant, soothing rhythm that feels both calming and melancholic.

The room itself is functional, with a small wooden desk that holds an old lamp and a couple of worn books, likely left by Liam or previous occupants. There's a compact wardrobe in the corner, its paint chipped and its handle rusty, but it serves its purpose. On the nightstand beside the bed, a small photo frame houses a picture of the beach taken years ago, the colors faded but the memory vivid.

I notice how there isn’t a single photo of Dad or even Mom.

Lying under a floral sheet, the threadbare fabric soft from years of use, I listen to the steady hum of the table fan beside me. Its rhythmic drone is soothing, yet my mind races with thoughts of my family's struggles and the Frosts' role in our hardships. The realization that Triss Frost, the local celebrity and the face of the family causing us so much pain, is back in town stirs a mix of anger and resolve within me.

I think about Triss Frost's public persona: a gifted, eccentric genius revered by fans and the media alike. But there’s a side to her story that the world doesn’t see—the side that involves her family's harsh business practices that are slowly strangling local lives, like ours. As I lie in the quiet of the room, a plan begins to form in my mind. Tomorrow, I decide, I'll pay Triss Frost a visit. It’s time someone told her about the real impact of her family's actions on the people of Harbor Point.

Maybe confronting Triss could change something. Maybe if she knew the truth, she could influence her family to ease their grip on the locals. Or at least, the town could see the other side of their beloved star—that behind the facade of her dazzling performances and charitable smiles, there lies a legacy of cruelty and indifference.
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