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The wind off the Pacific carried the salt of the sea and the faint, sweet rot of kelp on the beach at the end of summer. Carmel-by-the-Sea, 2026. The sun had already bled out of the sky, leaving the color of bruised plums and the air thick with the promise of evening fog. Amy Stewart sat alone on a weathered log, her silver-blonde hair loose and wind-tossed, catching the last light like liquid gold. At sixty-seven she was still the kind of woman who turned heads without trying—plump in the way only generous curves can be, breasts heavy and full beneath a soft cashmere sweater, hips wide enough to make her sundress pool around her like spilled cream. Her face was still lovely: high cheekbones, full lips the color of rose hips, and eyes the pale blue of a glacier lake. Divorced for seven years, she had spent the day at the Carmel Public Library, cataloging new arrivals on Victorian literature and reading the entire stack of *The Paris Review* in the staff lounge. Intellectual to the marrow. Gorgeous, unapologetic, and suddenly, inexplicably, alone.

She didn’t notice him at first. David Stewart was twenty-six, lean and sun-browned, camera slung over one shoulder, tripod legs clicking shut as he packed up his equipment. Filmmaker, part-time professor of documentary at the local state college, full-time man who had just watched his girlfriend of eight months pack her things and walk out because she said she was “bored with the whole package.” He was separated, waiting for the paperwork, drinking cheap bourbon from a paper cup. He didn’t expect to see a woman who looked like a Renaissance painting doing the same thing: reading, alone, on the sand.

Their eyes met across the tide line. She looked up, smiled the small, knowing smile of someone who had read too many novels to be surprised by coincidence. He walked over, boots sinking into the wet sand.

“Mind if I join you?” His voice was low, rough from the wind and the whiskey.

Amy closed *The Golden Notebook* and patted the sand beside her. “Only if you promise not to talk about your ex. I’m tired of hearing about hers.”

He laughed, a short bark. “She left because I don’t make enough money. Said I was ‘too artistic for my own good.’”

“Artistic?” Amy arched one perfect brow. “Darling, at twenty-six you’re still figuring out what that means. I was writing my first novel at your age and sleeping with my married professor for the grant money.”

David sat, knees drawn up, camera bag between them like a barrier. “You’re an author? What do you write?”

“Everything and nothing. Historicals mostly. Women who survive wars and revolutions and still find time to fall in love. Or not.” She tilted her head, studying him. “You’re a filmmaker. I saw your short last month at the Carmel Film Festival. The one about the old lighthouse keeper. Beautiful. Heartbreaking. You shot it on a twenty-dollar camera and a prayer.”

He flushed, pleased. “You watched it?”

“I read the reviews twice.” She paused, then added softly, “I know what it feels like to be separated from someone you love and still wake up wanting to tell them about the book you can’t stop thinking about.”

The conversation didn’t start dramatic. It started with books. They talked about *The Color Purple*, about *The Handmaid’s Tale*, about how Virginia Woolf had written about female desire in a world that wanted it crushed. David confessed he was reading *Anna Karenina* for the third time because the last Anna had made him feel like he was the one who cheated, not the one who was cheated on. Amy told him about her first husband, the one who had left her for a younger woman and a better-paying job in San Francisco. They laughed about how small the world was—same last name, same town, but no blood relation. They joked that if they were cousins, the town would have a field day with it.

“David Stewart and Amy Stewart,” he drawled, mimicking a tabloid. “Would you believe they were practically siblings? Turns out we’re both just Stewart.”

Amy laughed until she had to hold her side. The sound was rich, warm, unselfconscious. “Almost incestuous. We’d better not get any closer than this.”

They talked until the beach lights came on—string lights strung between the pier pilings, glowing soft gold against the darkening sea. David told her about the girlfriend who had cried in his kitchen over a *Housewives* episode. Amy told him about the library where she had quietly read erotic poetry in the stacks so no one would know she was aroused by the thought of being caught. They laughed until the stars came out and the laughter turned hoarse.

Then the laughter stopped.

He was still talking about how the cheating had felt like betrayal on a cellular level when she reached over and placed her hand on his knee. Her palm was warm, heavy, calling. David looked at her—silver hair, full lips, the swell of her breasts beneath the sweater—and felt something shift in his chest like the tide turning.

“You’re beautiful,” he said quietly.

“You’re twenty-six.”

“You’re sixty-seven and still the most interesting woman I’ve met in years.”

She smiled, slow and wicked. “Careful, Mr. Stewart. Flattery will get you everywhere.”

It got him to her.

They walked the length of the beach to the private stretch where the sand was dry and the lights fewer. No one was around. The ocean roared like a lover’s breath. Amy kicked off her sandals; David took off his boots. She let the sweater slide down her arms, then the sundress, until she stood in nothing but a simple cotton bra and panties the color of cream. Her body was lush, generous in every way—breasts large and heavy, nipples already dark and tight, waist curving into wide hips, belly soft and rounded, thighs thick and strong. She was forty-one years older than the boy who stared at her like she was a goddess.

David stripped too, his body lean and hard from years of hiking and filming in every weather. When he stepped close, she cupped his face with both hands and kissed him—deep, slow, tasting of salt and the faint mint of the gum she’d been chewing. His hands slid over her, learning the weight of her breasts, the softness of her belly, the slick heat already waiting between her thighs.

“You’re trembling,” he murmured against her mouth.

“Only a little,” she whispered. “It’s been a long time since I let myself feel this wanted.”

They lay on the blanket he’d brought from his car—the one with the logo of his film company. The moon was a silver coin overhead. He kissed her breasts, sucking one nipple into his mouth until she arched and moaned. She stroked his cock, thick and heavy, and guided him inside her. He was gentle at first, then less so, driving into her with the rhythm of the waves. She met every thrust, legs wrapped around his waist, heels digging into his back.

“Harder,” she gasped. “I want to feel you tomorrow when I’m reading in the library.”

He gave her what she asked for. The sand cooled their skin. Her orgasm hit first—clenching around him, a deep, rolling wave that made her cry out his name. He followed, spilling deep inside her with a groan that sounded like surrender.

They stayed joined, breathing hard, the ocean singing around them.

Afterward, he held her while she laughed softly. “Same last name, same town, and I just fucked my almost cousin on the beach.”

“Technically not related,” he said, tracing circles on her bare back. “We’re both Stewarts by coincidence. And I’m not even a real cousin. Just a name that got shared.”

They talked like that for hours—tongue-in-cheek, affectionate, a little drunk on the night and the sex and the possibility. Amy told him about her first love, the one who had left her for another woman but still called her every year on their anniversary to ask how the book was going. David told her about the girlfriend who had left him for a man with a stable job and a 401k. They shared secrets like they’d known each other for decades.

“You’re not just another pretty face,” he said at one point, tracing the line of her collarbone. “You’re brilliant. You read books I haven’t finished yet.”

“And you’re the first man in years who’s made me feel young again.” She kissed his jaw. “Not young. Experienced. And very, very satisfied.”

They made love again before dawn—slower this time, face to face, her riding him until he begged. The sand was warm under their bodies now. Her breasts swayed above his face; he licked and sucked until she came again, whispering filthy things in that low, cultured voice of hers.

“You’re going to ruin me for anyone else, David Stewart.”

“Good,” he panted. “I want to be the last.”

By morning the fog had rolled in, soft and silent. They walked back along the beach hand in hand, barefoot, laughing about nothing and everything. Amy’s sundress was crumpled in her tote; David’s shirt was inside out. They looked like people who had done something scandalous and were secretly thrilled about it.

At the parking lot he kissed her one last time, deep and lingering.

“I’ll call you,” he said. “When I finish the edit on this next film. I want you to read it while I’m filming the voice-over. We can pretend we’re characters in one of your books.”

She smiled, plump and gorgeous and radiant. “Only if you promise not to cheat on me, Mr. Filmmaker.”

He grinned. “I promise I’ll never leave you for a younger, prettier, less interesting woman.”

Amy laughed all the way home to her little cottage on the edge of town, the taste of salt and sex and possibility still on her tongue. She opened her laptop, typed a new scene for her next novel—two people of different ages, different lives, finding each other on the beach at the end of summer—and smiled at the words.
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