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  Chapter one
Arrival & Spark


The midday sun beat down on the winding country road as Connor Reilly guided his old Jeep up the final stretch toward the lake house. His knuckles flexed on the steering wheel, partly from the heat radiating through the windows and partly from the nervous energy that had been building since he left campus. Nineteen years old, freshly done with his first year of college, and already wondering if this summer was a mistake. Tyler had sworn it would be epic. Just the two of them, the water, cold beers, and zero responsibilities. What Tyler didn’t know was that Connor had been carrying a secret for years. A secret that lived in the shape of his best friend’s mother. 
The lake house came into view between the pines, all warm cedar and gleaming glass, perched on a gentle slope that led straight to the private dock. Connor’s chest tightened. He remembered every detail from the handful of weekends he’d spent here as a teenager, but everything felt different now. Sharper. More dangerous. He parked beside Tyler’s truck, killed the engine, and sat for a moment listening to the cicadas and the distant lap of water against the shore. The air smelled like pine needles, sunscreen, and possibility.
Before he could overthink it, the front door flew open and Tyler came bounding down the steps with that same easy grin he’d worn since they were twelve.
“Bro! You made it!” Tyler shouted, pulling Connor into a back-slapping hug the second his feet hit the gravel. “I was starting to think you got lost in all that fancy college traffic. How’s the new ride treating you?”
Connor laughed, returning the hug before stepping back to look at his best friend. Tyler looked exactly the same, short dark hair messy from the lake breeze, wearing board shorts and a faded university T-shirt. The familiar comfort of their friendship settled over Connor like a second skin.
“She made it,” Connor said, patting the Jeep’s hood. “Though I think the AC gave up somewhere around the state line. It’s brutal out here already.”
“That’s why we have the lake, man. Unlimited water, no lines, and Mom stocked the fridge with enough food to feed a small army. Come on, grab your stuff. Your room’s all set up on the second floor, right next to mine.”
They hauled Connor’s duffel and cooler inside, the cool air of the house a welcome relief. The interior was exactly as Connor remembered it, open concept with massive windows overlooking the water, tasteful modern furniture, and the faint scent of lavender that always seemed to linger. Tyler was already talking a mile a minute about wakeboarding plans and a bonfire they should have later in the week.
Connor was halfway up the stairs when a voice drifted from the back deck, smooth and warm like honey left in the sun.
“Tyler, is that Connor I hear making all that noise?”
Connor froze on the third step. His grip tightened on the duffel strap. That voice. He had heard it in his head more times than he cared to admit, but hearing it now, in person, sent a slow roll of heat down his spine.
Tyler rolled his eyes with a grin. “Yeah, Mom. He just got here. We’re coming out.”
They dropped the bags in the guest room and headed through the sliding glass doors to the wide deck that wrapped around the pool. Connor stepped into the bright sunlight and there she was.
Laura Kensington.
She rose from one of the lounge chairs with the fluid grace of someone who had spent the last year doing yoga every single morning. At forty-two, she looked nothing like the tired, tightly wound woman Connor remembered from high school visits. The divorce had changed her. Transformed her. Her long wavy auburn hair spilled over one shoulder, catching the light in shades of copper and gold. Those striking green eyes were no longer shadowed by stress. They sparkled with something new. Confidence. Playfulness. A hint of hunger that made Connor’s mouth go dry.
She wore a white linen cover-up that did very little to hide the black bikini underneath. The fabric clung to her curves, outlining full breasts that strained gently against the top, a narrow waist that flared into hips that swayed with every step. Her skin had already taken on a golden tone from days spent by the water. The toned lines of her legs and the soft give of her thighs made it impossible for Connor not to stare for half a second longer than he should have.
She looked sensual. Powerful. Like a woman who had finally remembered exactly what she was worth.
“Connor Reilly,” she said, her voice carrying that sultry undertone that wrapped around his name like a secret. She stepped forward and pulled him into a hug before he could prepare himself. Her body pressed against his for the briefest moment, soft, warm, smelling of coconut sunscreen and something faintly floral. “Look at you, sweetheart. College has been very good to you. You’ve filled out nicely.”
Her fingers lingered on his upper arms as she pulled back, squeezing the muscle there with open appreciation. Connor felt heat flood his face and somewhere much lower.
“Mrs. Kensington,” he managed, his voice cracking slightly. He cleared his throat. “It’s good to see you. And it’s Connor. Or just… yeah. You look… incredible.”
She laughed, low and throaty, tilting her head so her hair shifted across her collarbone. “None of that Mrs. Kensington nonsense this summer. It’s Laura. The divorce papers made sure of that. And thank you, darling. I’ve been working on feeling good in my skin again. Yoga, swimming, no more pretending to be someone I’m not. It shows, doesn’t it?”
Tyler was already kicking off his shoes and heading for the pool steps, completely oblivious. “Mom’s been a machine lately. She can do that one pose where she basically folds in half. It’s insane. You guys want drinks? I’ll grab some lemonade.”
“That would be lovely, baby,” Laura said without taking her eyes off Connor. Her green gaze held his for a beat longer than necessary. “Connor, why don’t you get changed and join us by the pool? The water feels like heaven today.”
Connor nodded, not trusting himself to speak right away. He retreated inside, heart hammering against his ribs. In the guest room he changed into swim trunks, trying to ignore the half-hard state he was already fighting. This was Tyler’s mom. His best friend’s mother. The woman who used to pack their lunches and drive them to soccer practice. But the woman outside was not that person anymore. This Laura moved like she knew exactly what her body could do to a man. To him.
When he stepped back onto the deck, Tyler was already cannonballing into the deep end, sending up a massive splash. Laura had shed the cover-up completely. She stretched out on a lounge chair, long legs glistening with oil, the black bikini top barely containing her breasts. The bottoms sat low on her hips, accentuating the smooth curve of her stomach and the elegant lines of her pelvis. She looked like every fantasy Connor had tried to bury for the last six years, brought to vivid, sun-drenched life.
He tore his eyes away and claimed the chair two down from hers, telling himself to get a grip. Tyler surfaced, shaking water from his hair like a dog.
“Dude, the lake is perfect this year. We’re taking the boat out tomorrow for sure. Mom said she might even come. You still any good at slalom skiing?”
“I can hold my own,” Connor replied, forcing a grin. He kept his voice light, normal. The kind of voice he used when they talked about girls back at school. Not the voice that wanted to tell Tyler that his mother was currently the most dangerous creature on the planet.
Laura turned her head toward them, lowering her sunglasses just enough to meet Connor’s eyes over the rims. A small, knowing smile played at the corner of her mouth. “I might join you boys if you promise not to go too fast. I like things slow and deliberate these days. Gives me time to really feel everything.”
The double meaning hit Connor like a spark against dry tinder. He swallowed hard. Her gaze lingered, tracing the lines of his chest and shoulders before returning to his face. She didn’t hide it. Not completely. There was appreciation there. Curiosity. Something that looked a lot like interest.
Tyler laughed, swimming to the edge and resting his arms on the concrete. “Mom’s been weirdly into mindfulness lately. All that yoga talk. Next thing you know she’ll have us doing sun salutations at dawn.”
“It wouldn’t kill either of you to find a little peace,” Laura teased, but her eyes never left Connor. She shifted on the lounge chair, crossing one leg over the other. The movement caused her breasts to press together, creating a deep line of shadow that Connor’s gaze flicked to before he could stop himself. When he looked up again, she was watching him. Her tongue darted out to wet her lower lip.
Connor’s pulse thundered in his ears. He adjusted his position on the chair, suddenly very aware of how little fabric separated him from complete embarrassment. This was only the first day. He had an entire summer ahead of him under the same roof as her. Sleeping thirty feet from her bedroom. Sharing meals. Swimming. Existing in this charged space where every glance felt like foreplay.
Laura reached for the bottle of sunscreen beside her chair and began rubbing it slowly over her shoulders and down her arms. The way her hands moved, deliberate and sensual, made Connor’s mouth go dry. She glanced at him again, holding the bottle out.
“Connor, sweetheart, would you be a dear and get my back? These shoulders are already a little pink and Tyler’s hopeless at it. He always rushes.”
Tyler snorted from the pool. “Whatever, Mom. I’m going to swim out to the float.” He pushed off without another word, leaving the two of them alone on the deck.
Connor stood, feeling every inch of his nineteen-year-old body as he took the bottle from her fingers. Their skin brushed. A simple touch, nothing more, but it sent electricity racing up his arm. Laura sat up and swung her legs over the side of the chair, presenting him with the graceful line of her back. She gathered her hair over one shoulder, exposing the nape of her neck. A few tiny strands of auburn clung to her skin from the heat.
“Just a light touch,” she murmured, voice low enough that it felt intimate. “I like to feel hands that know what they’re doing.”
Connor squeezed lotion into his palm, the coconut scent blooming between them. He started at her shoulders, spreading the cream with careful strokes. Her skin was warm, velvet-soft, and he could feel the subtle shift of muscle beneath as she relaxed into his touch. He worked down her spine, thumbs tracing the delicate ridges, fighting the urge to let his hands wander lower. Her breathing changed, becoming slower, deeper.
“You’ve gotten strong,” she said softly, almost to herself. “These hands aren’t a boy’s hands anymore, Connor. They feel… capable.”
He didn’t trust himself to answer. Instead he focused on the task, covering every inch of her back until the lotion disappeared into her golden skin. When he reached the delicate strap of her bikini top, his fingers hesitated just beneath it. Laura arched ever so slightly, pressing back into his touch. The movement was small, almost imperceptible, but Connor felt it like a lightning strike.
“Thank you, darling,” she whispered, turning her head to look up at him. Their faces were close now. Close enough that he could see the faint laugh lines at the corners of her eyes and the way her pupils had widened despite the bright sun. “You’re going to be very useful around here this summer, I can already tell.”
The spark between them crackled, unspoken but undeniable. Connor withdrew his hands slowly, fingers tingling. He returned to his own chair, pulse racing, mind spinning with a thousand conflicting thoughts. This was wrong. This was Tyler’s mother. This was the woman who had made him feel like a kid for years. And yet the way she had looked at him, the way her body had responded to his touch, told him the fantasy he had carried for so long might not be one-sided anymore.
Tyler called out from the floating platform, waving them over. Laura stood, stretching with deliberate grace that made her breasts lift and her hips roll. She slid her sunglasses back into place and glanced at Connor one last time before walking toward the pool steps. The sway of her ass in that black bikini was hypnotic.
Connor stayed on the lounge chair a moment longer, letting the sun bake his skin while his thoughts raced. He watched her slip into the water, smooth and confident, then turn to look back at him. Even from this distance he could feel
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