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The late August sun was melting into the lake like a pool of liquid gold, painting the water with warm, languid reflections. The air carried the scent of pine resin and damp earth, a blend that delighted the senses and wrapped them in a wild, gentle sweetness. Marge’s campsite, a hidden gem tucked between green hills and the sandy shores of the lake’s most secluded stretch, was now breathtaking, steeped in the silence of nature. The campers and colorful tents of summer vacationers had vanished, leaving the stage to the rustle of leaves stirred by a light breeze and the occasional, tardy chirp of a cicada. It was the end of the season, and the place felt suspended in an undefined anticipation, as if holding its breath.

Marge leaned against the counter of the small reception, a wooden shack with a late-hippie vibe, charming, colorful, and delightful, with a sloped roof and two stunning windows, one framing the sunrise, the other the sunset. Her long white hair, gathered in a soft ponytail, shimmered like silk under the dim glow of the overhead bulb. At seventy-two, her appearance told a different story. Her sun-weathered, work-hardened arms were still firm, and her posture carried a feline grace, almost defiant. She wore a man’s blue linen shirt, unbuttoned just enough to hint at the curve of her chest, and beige canvas pants with a safari cut that clung to her thighs with studied nonchalance. Her green eyes, vibrant and piercing, scanned the world with a mix of curiosity and mischief, just as they had in her youth. She’d been a much-desired woman once, and she still was. Widowed for fifteen years, she’d turned the campsite into her own kingdom, shaped in her image, a place where the only rules were the ones she set. And, fortunately, she had excellent taste and a passion for authenticity.

She was thinking about the day now done, about the quiet of this off-season she loved so much, though lately it unsettled her just as much, when the crunch of tires on gravel broke the usual stillness. A beat-up red compact car pulled up a few meters from the reception. Out stepped a young man - no, a man, she corrected herself mentally - with a backpack slung over his shoulder and a rolled-up tent under his arm. Tom, twenty-nine, tall and athletic, had wind-tousled brown hair and a shadow of stubble that gave him a tired but intriguing air. His dark eyes were large, and his body, clad in a fitted black t-shirt and worn jeans, hinted at a natural, unassuming strength. He walked toward the reception with slow steps, looking around as if unsure he was in the right place. Then he stopped in front of the shack, dropping his backpack with a heavy sigh. The crisp, sharp scent of the lake filled his lungs, and for a moment, he wondered if this escape from the city had been a good idea. After months of glowing screens, tough contracts, bureaucratic deadlines, and too many fights with his ex, he craved silence, simplicity, and calm. But now, under the gaze of this woman who stared at him with disarming intensity, he suddenly felt out of place.

“Hey,” he said in a low, slightly weary tone. “Got space for a tent?”

Marge tilted her head, sizing him up like a cat eyeing its prey. There was something about him - his vulnerable gestures, the way his shoulders slumped under the weight of his backpack - that sparked something in her chest. He wasn’t just young; he was alive, and she felt it instantly, like a wave of warmth that stirred something inside her. “Oh, sweetheart,” she purred in a low, velvety voice, “that little tent of yours won’t hold up against the lake breeze tonight, it’s picking up already.” She gestured toward the water, where small ripples were cresting under a darkening sky. “You might want to consider a bungalow.”

Tom followed her gaze, feeling the evening chill creep under his shirt. He hadn’t thought about the wind or the fact that his tent, bought in a rush during end-of-summer sales, was little more than a flimsy sheet. “Thanks, but I don’t want to be a bother,” he said, scratching the back of his neck. “The tent’s fine, really.”

Marge laughed, a warm, rich sound that seemed to roll from her throat like honey. Swaying her hips, she leaned over the weathered wooden counter, her manicured hands resting on its surface as she inched closer to him. The scent of freshly cut grass and something earthier - maybe the sweat of the day - hit him. And Tom found himself breathing it in more deeply than he meant to. “Sweetheart, it’s not a bother, it’s a pleasure,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “Besides, a guy like you deserves a proper bed. I’ll give it to you half price. Season’s over anyway, how’s that sound?”

Tom felt a twinge of unease mixed with curiosity. This woman was old enough to be his grandmother, yet something in her tone, in the way she looked at him, intrigued him and made him feel... seen, and if he dared admit it, alive. He wasn’t used to being noticed like this, not after the last six months when he’d felt practically invisible. “I don’t know,” he mumbled, hesitating. “How much would it be?”

Marge straightened, crossing her arms under her chest in a move that seemed casual but wasn’t. “Let’s say twenty euros a night, but if you stay a few days, I’ll knock it down. It’s a steal, trust me. You get a queen-sized bed, a table, an armchair, and a view of the lake you’ll never forget.” She paused, then added with a sly smile, “Unless you’d rather spend the night wrestling the wind.”

Tom bit his lip, torn. The bungalow sounded tempting, a cozy setup, a bed, a roof, some peace, and the price was fair. But something about this woman put him on edge. Or maybe it drew him in. He didn’t want to admit that last part and couldn’t quite figure it out. Still, he was tired and ready to stop. “Okay,” he said finally. “I’ll take it. Thanks.”

Marge clapped her hands with a playful, satisfied flourish. “Perfect, good choice. Come on, I’ll show you.” She grabbed a key from a hook behind the counter and stepped out of the shack, the wood creaking under her steps. Tom slung his backpack over his shoulder and followed. As they walked toward the bungalow - a wooden cabin with a porch overlooking the lake - he felt her attention on him, even though she didn’t turn around.

Inside, Marge was smiling. It wasn’t just the thrill of a new arrival breaking the monotony. It was the way he looked at her - with a mix of shyness, curiosity, and awe - that reminded her of the days when men fell at her feet without her asking. This Tom, with his messy hair and tired eyes, was a blank canvas, and she still had a few brushstrokes left to give. The season might be over, but hers, she reassured her heart, was far from it.

The bungalow smelled of aged wood and beeswax. When Marge opened the door, the last ray of daylight flooded inside, revealing a cozy bed covered with a red, white, and blue crocheted blanket and a window framing the lake like a painting, the most stunning view in the entire campsite. The bathroom, with a toilet and shower, was just outside, accessible through the next door. Convenient, Tom thought, especially since he was the only guest. “Here you go,” Marge said, handing him the key. Their fingers brushed, and for a moment, to his surprise, Tom felt a warm, unexpected shiver climb up his arm. “Thanks,” he mumbled, his voice even softer than before.

“No problem,” she replied, holding back a smile. “Rest up. See you tomorrow.” With that, she turned, leaving him alone with the sound of the waves and the thumping of his heart, which he couldn’t quite understand why it was racing.
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Twilight had draped the campsite in a deep purple cloak, speckled with the first stars twinkling above the lake. The air had turned cooler, carrying the damp scent of algae and the sweet fragrance of wildflowers blooming along the path. Tom had settled into the bungalow, the weariness of the journey still clinging to his skin like an invisible cape, but the promise of a comfortable bed and the quiet had already revived him just enough. He’d splashed cold water from the bungalow’s small sink on his face, feeling his muscles come alive under the stream, and now he felt better, dressed in a clean T-shirt, lightweight pants, and with damp hair falling over his forehead. But thoughts of Marge buzzed in his mind like a bee around a flower. She’d struck him with her easy confidence, the direct way she looked at him, and that tone that seemed to hint at something fun without ever saying it outright. He shook his head, trying to shake off her image, but it lingered.

A soft knock at the door made him jump. He opened it to find Marge standing there, wrapped in a light white cotton kaftan with a matching shawl that slipped over her shoulders like a caress. The fabric, almost sheer under the porch light, hinted at the curves of a body that time had marked but also respected, her breasts still full, hips soft, and long, tanned legs ending in delicate feet slipped into simple
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