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Nathan Cole is used to control. Wealth, privacy, influence—it all comes naturally when you live above Malibu in a multi-million-dollar beach house. Women want access to his world, his body, his attention. He chooses carefully. Takes his time. Never loses his edge. 

Then there’s Emmy. 

She’s stunning in a way that feels effortless and unguarded, yet nothing about her is fully revealed. She keeps her answers vague, her past sealed tight, her emotions carefully rationed. Nathan senses depth beneath her calm—the kind that comes from surviving something, not escaping it. And instead of demanding answers, he waits. Watches. Lets the tension build. 

Emmy doesn’t ask for his protection, his money, or his lifestyle. She doesn’t even seem impressed by it. That’s what shifts the balance. Because Nathan isn’t chasing beauty—he’s chasing the woman who refuses to be known too easily. 

Beach Babes (Part 1) is a dark, slow-burn luxury romance about restraint, power held in silence, and the woman who turns control into desire simply by holding back. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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1

Nathan

I was sitting in my kitchen staring at the Pacific Ocean, a sight I never get tired of. I was taken with this house as soon as I saw it, during a foreclosure I executed almost five years ago. The movie producer who owned it, and whose name I’ve long forgotten, pledged it as collateral to secure a loan he needed to finish a movie he never should have started. I gave him the loan, then, when he defaulted because the movie was a bomb, I took his house. That’s the business I’m in, so I never gave it a second thought until I saw this place.

I moved in the week I secured the title to it.

“Hey, boss,” Melvin Trunzo, my second in command, said to get my attention. “We gotta go over these deals before the county clerk goes home.” Melvin’s been with me since the end of the last century when we were just starting out as mortgage bond traders on Wall Street, and he’s been loyal ever since I told him to dump his Lehman Brothers stock at $70 a share a year before it went to zero and almost took down the world’s banking system over a shitty weekend in 2008.

But that’s a story for another time.

“Why’s that, Melvin?” I asked absentmindedly. I leave all the paperwork on my little quasi-legal loan-sharking operation to Melvin – never Mel – and he never lets me down. He’s got no imagination, but he’s a stickler for detail, which is exactly what makes things work when you’re taking advantage of big swinging dicks who aren’t used to getting fucked in the ass without lube.

“If I don’t get the docs in before close of business today…” he began, but then went on long after I lost interest and my mind drifted back to the sight I was enjoying for the umpteenth time out my floor-to-ceiling windows on Malibu Beach.

The Pacific sat wide and flat beyond the glass, a sheet of muted blue that looked calm even when it wasn’t. My living room faced it head-on, all clean lines and expensive restraint. Wood floors polished smooth, a white sectional couch that cost more than my first apartment in Brooklyn. Floor-to-ceiling windows that slid open but rarely were. The house had been designed to impress people who were already impressed by money, and somehow that included me.

Melvin stood near the kitchen island, jacket still on like he planned to leave the second we finished. Fifty-five, thick through the middle, thinning hair combed carefully to one side. He always dressed as if he worked for someone more important than he did, which I suppose he did.

I waited for him to finish and gave him a look. He noticed.

“What?” he asked.

“How many deals do we have in the pipeline?”

“We’re down to two, boss. One in Encino, one in the Hills. Both are circling the drain but not dead yet. You pull the plug now, you leave money on the table.”

“I know,” I said. I poured myself coffee from the machine built into the wall. “How much?”

He named the number. It was the kind of number that used to make my pulse jump.

It didn’t.

I took a sip, leaned back against the counter, and stared past him, past the windows, out toward the water. A lone surfer bobbed beyond the break, waiting.

“And after that?” Melvin asked.

“After that, I’m done.”

He looked up slowly. “Done like done?”

“Done like no new deals. Wind down what’s left. A clean exit.”

Melvin closed the folder and set it down carefully. “You’re forty-four, Nathan. You don’t retire at forty-four unless you’re dying or hiding.”

“Neither,” I said. “Just tired.”

He laughed at that. A short, barking sound. “Tired of what? Winning?”

I didn’t answer right away. The house was quiet except for the distant crash of waves. Everything in it had been chosen by someone else, an interior designer who asked questions about my brand and lifestyle as if they were real things that mattered.

“Tired of the same shit every day,” I said finally. “Same conversations. Same women. Same endings.”

Melvin raised an eyebrow. “That’s new.”

“Is it?”

He considered me. “You’ve been running this exact play for a decade.”

“Doesn’t mean I still like it.”

I moved toward the windows, hands in my pockets. The glass reflected me faintly. Tanned. Fit enough. Silver was starting to creep into my hair at the temples. I looked like a man who had everything figured out, which might have been the problem.

“I bounce from one girl to the next,” I said. “They’re young, beautiful, and impressed for about five minutes. We have fun. They get bored, or I do. Sometimes both. It’s easy. Too easy.”

Melvin smiled. “And this is the world’s smallest violin.” He rubbed two fingers against his thumb.

“I’m fucking serious.” I scowled at him, but he just smirked.

“I know,” he said. “That’s the part that worries me.”

I turned away from him. “Don’t you ever wonder if this is it?”

“For you?” I could feel him shrug. “Sure. For me? I married my college girlfriend. She tells me what to wear to the parties she drags me to. Different strokes.”

“I’m not talking about marriage. I’m talking about… something sticking.”

Melvin laughed again, longer this time. “You? Settling down?”

I felt my jaw tighten. “What?”

“With who?” he asked. “A twenty-two-year-old yoga instructor? A struggling actress who wants to impress her agent? Come on.”

“That’s not fair.”

“But it’s accurate. That’s the real problem.”

I walked back to the island and leaned forward, palms flat. “I don’t want to be sixty and still doing this shit.”

“Then don’t,” he said. “But don’t pretend you’re wired for white picket fences.”

“I don’t know what I’m wired for,” I said. “That’s my point.”

Melvin studied me, then shook his head. “You like control. You like exits. You like knowing exactly how things end before they start. That’s not settling down. That’s risk management.”

I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it. He wasn’t wrong. That was the problem. “So what?” I said. “I just keep going until I drop?”

“You keep going until you get bored enough to stop,” he said. “Which maybe you are and maybe you ain’t. But if you are bored, you stop. You surf. You drink good whiskey. You date whoever wants to date you. You don’t suddenly become a different guy because the ocean looks different one morning.”

I glanced back outside. The surfer paddled hard now, caught a wave, and rose smoothly to her feet. Even from here, I could tell it was a woman. Blonde hair pulled back, body balanced and loose, like she knew what she was doing, because she clearly did.

“Maybe I just haven’t met the right person,” I said.

Melvin followed my gaze and smirked. “There it is.”

“What?”

“The lie you tell yourself to stay engaged.”

“That’s not a lie,” I said. “Is it?”

He turned back to me. “Nathan, you meet the right person every week. You just don’t keep them.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“They’re all… the same.”

“Because you pick them that way,” he said. “Young. Fun. Temporary.”

I didn’t answer. The wave closed out, and the surfer disappeared into white water, then popped back up, hardly working as she paddled out again.

Melvin gathered his folder. “Look, I’ll wrap the last two deals nice and clean. You want out, you get out. But don’t dress it up like a spiritual awakening.” He huffed. “And I guess I need to look for a new job.”

I smiled despite myself. “You’re not always this…encouraging.”

“You pay me to be straight with you,” he said. “And to remind you that settling down would bore you to tears inside of six months.”

“Maybe,” I said quietly.

He paused at the edge of the room. “You want advice?”

“Do I ever turn down advice from you, bunky?”

He snorted. “Stop looking for an answer in other people,” he said. “And stop pretending you’re missing something when you built this whole life on not needing anyone.”

I watched him go, the door closing softly behind him. The house felt bigger after that. Empty in a way it always did, once the conversation ended and the noise left with it.

I stood there for a long minute, then grabbed my mug and stepped out onto the deck. The sun was higher now, the water alive with movement. A few more surfers dotted the break, patient and unhurried.

I told myself Melvin was right. That this was enough. That wanting more was just boredom dressed up as desire.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that somewhere out there, beyond the glass and the deals and the revolving door of women, there was a version of my life that didn’t end the same way every time.

I didn’t know how to find it. And for the first time in a long while, that bothered me.

Emmy

The lineup had gotten too crowded for my taste. It was time to head back to shore.

I sat on my board just past the break, legs dangling in the water, watching a half dozen surfers jockey for position like they’d all been there first. It was still early, the sun just high enough to throw a pale shine across the surface, but Dume Cove filled fast once people rolled out of bed and decided today was the day they’d finally become surfers.

I liked the water quiet. Empty if I could get it. That was why I showed up before sunrise, why I paddled out while the sky was still gray and undecided. Crowds changed the rhythm. Too much waiting. Too many eyes.

I turned my board toward shore and started paddling, catching a clean shoulder on the next set. The wave carried me in smooth and easy, no drama, just speed and balance, and the familiar hum in my legs as I rode it all the way down. By the time I stepped off in the shallows, I felt loose and finished, like I’d taken exactly what I needed from the morning.

I peeled my wetsuit off and was halfway through tugging on a tank top when two guys wandered over, boards tucked under their arms, smiles already on their faces.

“Nice ride,” one of them said.

“Thanks,” I said, tying my hair up.

“You out here a lot?” the other asked.

“Most mornings.”

They exchanged a look like that was an invitation.

“You wanna grab coffee?” the first one asked. “There’s a place up the road.”

“Sounds fun,” I said, and meant it in a general, abstract way. “But I’ve gotta get to work.”

“Rain check?”

“Maybe,” I said, smiling so they wouldn’t feel stupid. “Have a good session.”

They didn’t push it. Most guys didn’t, not when I kept things light and easy. I like men. I like the attention. I just didn’t like being pinned down before breakfast.

The small parking lot was already full as I walked back, but my van sat waiting near the edge, the best spot in the lot, one of the perks of being up early. I slid my board onto the roof and tied it down with practiced knots. The van was ancient, faded blue with a door that stuck if you didn’t pull it just right, but it was reliable, and it was mine.

I drove back along the coast with the windows down, the traffic still thin, the day stretching open in front of me.

Julie was already up when I got back to our apartment, sitting at the small kitchen table with her legs tucked under her, coffee mug in both hands. Our place was old and legally too small for four people, but the rent was locked in at a number that felt like a miracle, so we made it work.

“How was it?” she asked.

“Good,” I said. “Got crowded fast.”

“Always does,” she said. “We’re on tonight if you want the hours.”

“I know,” I said, grabbing a glass. “You opening, too?”

She nodded. “Double shift. Kill me.”

We’d both be at the bar in Venice by mid morning, slinging drinks and dodging hands and pretending tips made everything charming. It paid the bills. Mostly.

Julie hesitated, then said, “So… Selena might be moving back in.”

I looked at her. “What happened now?”

“Different guy, same problem,” she said. “It’s getting ugly. She says she’s probably out by the end of the week.”

I leaned against the counter. “That makes it my turn, doesn’t it?”

Julie gave me an apologetic look. “Technically, yeah.”

I shrugged. “It’s fine. I’ll figure something out.”

“You always do,” she said.

I thought about that as I put my glass in the sink. About how figuring something out had never been the hard part. There were always options. Couches. Spare rooms. Men who didn’t mind company as long as it came with a smile. And possibilities.

“I’ll start looking,” I said.

Julie smiled, relieved. “You’re the best, Emmy.”

Maybe. Or maybe I was just good at landing on my feet.

Either way, I grabbed my keys and headed for the door, already running through possibilities in my head, already moving on.
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Nathan

I woke before dawn, that thin gray hour when the ocean hasn’t decided what color it wants to be yet. The house was quiet in the way only a place perched this close to water ever is; no traffic hum, no neighbor doors, just the soft percussion of waves rearranging the shoreline below my deck. I lay there longer than I needed to, staring at the ceiling, thinking about nothing and everything, until the memory of her nudged its way in like it had the last few mornings.

The girl who surfed alone.

I rolled out of bed and padded to the sliding glass doors, mug already warming my hands. The beach was empty, a pale ribbon between the dark water and the darker bluff. This early, it usually belonged to gulls and the occasional dog walker, but I scanned it anyway, a habit I pretended was about the weather. The swell was clean in a light offshore breeze. Promising.

Then the headlights flashed in the lot.

I leaned closer to the glass without realizing it. The car parked in the same spot it always did, right by the ramp, as if she couldn’t wait to get to the water. When she stepped out, my breath caught in a way that surprised me. I’d only ever seen her sealed in black neoprene, zipped up, anonymous from a distance. Today, she wore a bikini; simple, bright yellow, skimpy as hell; and the contrast hit me harder than it should have.

She had big breasts, full and obviously natural, but the rest of her was all long lines and narrow hips, like a model who’d wandered into a surf town and never left. Strong thighs, flat stomach, shoulders that hinted at muscle without bulk. The early light loved her, outlining her like she belonged there.

“Jesus,” I muttered, and took a sip of coffee that I didn’t really taste.

She moved with easy confidence, slinging her board under one arm, toes already dusted with sand. No hesitation, no stretching theatrics, just purpose. I’d watched enough surfers to know the difference between someone performing for an audience and someone simply doing what they did every morning.

That was it. Whatever passive appreciation I’d been indulging in snapped into something sharper. I had to meet her. Not wave from a distance. Not pretend I hadn’t been watching her routine like it was my favorite show. I wanted to know her name, wanted to hear her voice up close, wanted to know if she laughed the way she looked like she might.

I dumped the rest of my coffee, grabbed my board and wetsuit, then I jogged down the steps two at a time.

By the time I hit the sand, she was already ankle-deep, then knee-deep, then gone, paddling out with smooth efficiency. I cursed under my breath and hurried, wetsuit half-zipped, leash tangling around my calf. The water was cold enough to sting, enough to snap me fully awake as I dove through the break and started paddling.

She waited beyond the first set, sitting astride her board, gaze fixed on the horizon. I angled toward her, trying not to look like I was making a beeline, even though I absolutely was. As I got closer, she glanced over, eyes assessing, not unfriendly, just aware. It made me oddly nervous.

“Morning,” I said, breathless despite myself.

“Morning,” she replied, voice warm, unguarded.

Up close, she was even better; sunlight caught lighter streaks in her hair, freckles scattered across her nose like an afterthought. I forced myself not to stare at her chest, which felt like trying not to think about a word someone had just shouted at me.

“Quiet out here,” I said, because apparently I’d regressed to middle school suddenly.

“Best time,” she said. “Before everyone wakes up.”

I laughed, grateful for the lifeline. “Yeah. I was just thinking that.”

We sat there, boards bobbing gently, the ocean breathing beneath us. I told myself to relax, to be normal, but something about her made me careful in a way I wasn’t used to. I didn’t want to come on too strong. I didn’t want to cheapen the moment with a line I’d used a dozen times in bars where the location mattered more than anything I said.

A swell started to rise, slow and deliberate. She shifted, turning her board toward shore with practiced ease.

“Looks like a good one,” I said, but it was good at her angle and not mine.

She smiled at me, quick and bright. “I think you’re right.”

And then she was paddling, popping up in one fluid motion, riding the wave like she’d been born standing on moving water. I watched, mesmerized, as she carved toward shore, hair streaming behind her, utterly in control.

I scrambled to catch the next wave, adrenaline spiking, ego insisting I could do this. I couldn’t. I mistimed the pop-up, feet tangling, and the board shot out from under me. I went down hard, saltwater filling my nose, my pride bruised worse than my ribs.

When I surfaced and paddled back out, she was waiting again, amusement dancing in her eyes.

“Nice dismount,” she said, laughing openly now.

“Thanks,” I said, grinning despite myself. “I’ve been working on that.”

She tilted her head. “How long have you been surfing?”

I hesitated, then shrugged. “A couple of years. Picked it up late.”

“Late how?”

“After I moved to Laguna,” I said carefully. Why, I don’t know.

“Oh yeah?” She seemed genuinely curious, not impressed. “Where from?”

“Back east,” I said. True enough. “Needed a change.”

She nodded, accepting that without prying. “I get that.”

Another lull rolled through, the water glassing over as the sun crept higher.

“Weekends get ugly out here,” she said, nodding toward the horizon. “By eight, it’s a zoo.”

“I’ve heard,” I said. “All the guys who bought boards last summer suddenly think they’re locals.”

She laughed. “Exactly. Mornings like this feel… earned.”

“Unwritten rule,” I said. “If you’re not willing to wake up early, you don’t get the good waves.”

She glanced at me, smiling. “I like that.”

We drifted for a moment, boards rising and falling together.

“I’m Emmy,” she said.

“Nathan.”

“Nice to meet you, Nathan.” She said my name like she was testing it, as if it mattered.

“So,” she went on, “what do you do when you’re not wiping out dramatically in front of strangers?”

I winced. “That was a fluke.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I work in real estate,” I said. True enough. “Mostly local stuff.”

“Sounds… flexible,” she said.

“It can be.”

“Enough to surf on weekday mornings?” she asked, not accusing, just curious.

“Usually,” I said. I waited for myself to add more; to say where I lived, how close, how easy this all was for me, but the words didn’t come. “What about you?”

“I work nights, mostly,” she said. “Service industry.”

“That explains the mornings.”

“And my coffee addiction,” she added.

I smiled. “Fair trade.”

She watched the water again, then looked back at me. “So you’ve been surfing a while?”

“Longer than I look,” I said. “Shorter than I pretend.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “I like honest answers.”

So did I, I realized. And I liked that, for once, I didn’t feel the need to dress myself up for her at all. She wasn’t a golddigger. That was the word that popped into my head, unkind but accurate when I thought about the women I usually met. Emmy was different. Grounded. Present. A cut above.

A new set rolled in, and she angled her board again. “This one’s mine,” she said, playful challenge in her voice.

“Wouldn’t dream of stealing it,” I said.

She laughed and went, graceful as ever, leaving me behind with the echo of it. I watched her ride all the way in this time, then waited, heart still racing, knowing that for once, I didn’t want to rush anything.

I paddled toward shore more slowly, already thinking about the next morning, and the one after that, and how maybe, just maybe, I’d finally met someone worth doing things the old-fashioned way.

Emmy

By the time the sun cleared the horizon, I’d already decided Nathan wasn’t like most guys on boards.

Most of them announced themselves. They paddled too close, let their eyes linger too obviously, and opened with a joke that landed somewhere between lazy and crude. I’d learned to catalog them quickly; harmless, persistent, irritating, or dangerous; and adjust accordingly. Nathan didn’t fit neatly into any of those boxes, which was probably why he stayed in my head longer than he should have.

He sat a little farther away than necessary, close enough to talk but not crowding me, his board angled slightly off mine instead of directly facing me. It was a small thing, but it mattered. He looked at my face when we spoke, not my chest, though I knew he’d noticed it. Everyone did. He just didn’t make it the headline.

When he said he lived in Laguna, I clocked it immediately; not with skepticism exactly, but with experience. Guys said things like that all the time, usually with a pause afterward, waiting for it to land. Nathan didn’t pause. He didn’t embellish. He didn’t mention proximity to the water or decks or views. He just said it like a fact that didn’t need polishing.

Which made me curious.

We waited through a few small sets, talking in the gaps, letting the ocean decide the rhythm of the conversation. He wasn’t smooth, not really. There were moments when he hesitated, like he was choosing his words more carefully than he was used to. It was oddly charming, especially paired with the way he laughed at himself when he wiped out again twenty minutes later, resurfacing with a sheepish grin and water slicking his hair back from his forehead.

“You okay?” I asked, paddling closer.

“Yeah,” he said, coughing once. “Just bruised my pride.”

“It’ll heal,” I said. “Eventually.”

He smiled at that, and I felt a small, surprising warmth settle low in my stomach.

We surfed together for nearly an hour, trading waves, sometimes riding the same set in parallel, sometimes waiting side by side while the water flattened out. He wasn’t great, but he was improving, and he listened when I offered small suggestions, didn’t bristle or pretend he already knew. That alone put him in rare company.

Between sets, my mind kept drifting; not to him exactly, but to the clock I wasn’t checking. To the quiet pressure that always sat at the back of my thoughts, the practical math of my life.

Selena was moving into the apartment full-time next week. The lease only allowed two names. Julie and Zoe would rotate couches and favors like they always did, but that left me out in the cold. I needed stability, or at least the illusion of it. A guy with a couch, a spare room, a place I could land for a while without asking too many questions.

That had been my plan. Find someone decent enough, unattached enough, interested enough. It didn’t have to be romantic. It didn’t have to last. I was good at that kind of arrangement. I’d been doing versions of it since I was nineteen.

The problem was that Nathan didn’t feel like that kind of guy.

He felt… solid. A little stiff, sure. Careful. Like he’d learned to keep certain parts of himself under control. I wondered if he was always like that, or if it was just with me.

When I finally checked the time in my head and realized how long we’d been out there, I sighed and swung my board around.

“I should head in,” I said. “Early shift today.”

It slipped out easily, the lie polished by repetition. I’d used it so many times it barely registered as dishonesty anymore.

He nodded, disappointment flickering across his face before he masked it. “Yeah. Makes sense.”

We paddled toward shore together, riding the inside waves in companionable silence. When we reached the shallows, he stood beside me, dripping, sunlight catching in the water running down his arms.

“Breakfast?” he asked, casual but hopeful. “There’s a place up the road that does a decent breakfast burrito.”

I shook my head. “Rain check.”

He didn’t push. That might have been the most impressive thing of all.

As we walked up the sand, he glanced over at me. “You surf most mornings?”

I hesitated. Just for a beat. Enough for the question to expand in my chest, take on extra meaning. He wasn’t just asking about waves. We both knew that.

“Not weekends,” I said finally. “Too crowded. Even at dawn.”

“Right,” he said, nodding. “Yeah. I get that.”

He didn’t ask again. Didn’t try to negotiate. Just accepted it, which made me feel both relieved and strangely disappointed.

“I’ll be back Monday,” I added, surprising myself.

He smiled then, slow and genuine. “I’ll look for you.”

Something about the way he said it; like a promise, not a line; made my chest tighten in a way I wasn’t prepared for.

We parted there, boards under our arms, heading in opposite directions. As I reached my car and glanced back once, I saw him standing for a moment longer, looking out at the water like he was already imagining the next morning.

I slid into the driver’s seat and shut the door, letting the quiet settle around me. I told myself not to overthink it. He was just a guy. A little stiff. A little unsure. Not my type in any way that mattered.

And yet, as I pulled out of the lot and headed home, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something about Nathan; something unpolished and steady; that might be worth finding out more about, even if it complicated everything I thought I wanted.
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Nathan

I spent the weekend doing everything I normally did when I wanted to convince myself that nothing had changed, which meant filling the hours with movement and distraction and the familiar comforts of a life that usually worked exactly as intended. I surfed once when the water cooperated, lifted weights for the first time in weeks, and opened bottles of wine that tasted expensive but registered as little more than background noise. I left the television on late into the night without paying attention, the sound of it blending into the low percussion of the ocean outside. None of it stuck. Emmy stayed with me anyway, not as a fantasy or even as a clear image I could summon on demand, but as a quiet pressure behind my thoughts, a persistent awareness that followed me from room to room like a question I hadn’t agreed to answer but couldn’t quite shake.

What irritated me most was how uncooperative my mind had become. I would be standing at the counter making coffee and suddenly catch myself wondering whether she always surfed the same breaks, whether she moved through the rest of her life with the same unselfconscious confidence she carried into the water, whether she ever thought about me once she left the beach.

By Sunday afternoon, the realization settled in with an annoying clarity. Emmy hadn’t done anything to encourage this. She hadn’t lingered. She hadn’t hinted. If anything, she’d done the opposite, and that absence, that refusal to anchor herself to me in any obvious way, had left too much room for my mind to roam. Most girls, the ones I picked up at nearby bars, lingered, reluctant to leave once they knew where I lived. I was used to it and good at getting them to vacate the premises when it was time.

Emmy did no such thing.

I told myself it was novelty, that the brain always latched onto what it didn’t yet understand, that I’d felt versions of this before, and they had always burned out on schedule. The problem was that this didn’t feel like infatuation so much as disruption, as if some long-set internal balance had been nudged just far enough off center to make me aware of it.

Melvin called late Sunday, as if summoned by the thought, and I almost didn’t answer, already tired of hearing my own situation described back to me with his brutal honesty. When I did pick up, I didn’t bother pretending I was busy.

After a quick greeting, we were both silent. “You’re quiet,” he said. “That’s rarely a good sign.”

“I’m fine,” I said, staring out at the water through the glass.

“Sure you are,” he replied. “Did you go out last night?”

I frowned. “You tracking my social life now?”

“I don’t have to,” he said. “It’s predictable. Or it was.”

I hesitated longer than I should have, then said, “I met someone.”

There was a pause on the line, just long enough to feel deliberate. “You always meet someone.”

“This feels different,” I said, and immediately hated how it sounded.

“Of course it does,” Melvin said. “It always does at the beginning. What’s her name?”

“Emmy.”

“And what does Emmy do?”

“She surfs,” I said. “She works nights. I haven’t slept with her, if that’s where your filthy mind is going with this.”

“Don’t put words in my mouth,” he said. After a beat, he asked, “Why not?”

“I met her surfing Friday morning.”

“And you didn’t invite her to stay?”

“She had to go.”

“Do you think you’ll see her again?”

“She said she surfs most mornings. I just noticed her the other day when you came by early.”

“So, why is she stuck in your head?

I paused. “I don’t know. Because she wasn’t at the bar like all the others, trolling for rich older men.”

“That’s what you’re stuck on?” Melvin asked.

“Yeah.”

“Because you don’t know how to play that game?”

“It’s not that,” I said. “It’s that she doesn’t need to play any games at all.”

“So, she’s a new challenge? Doesn’t know you’re loaded?”

I sighed. “I lied to her, told her I lived in Laguna so she wouldn’t get the wrong idea.”

He laughed. “Why the fuck did you do that? That’s your deal, Nathan.”

“I know,” I said. “Now I gotta come clean, which is really stupid.”

He paused again. “She really got under your skin, didn’t she?”

“I spent the entire weekend thinking about whether I’ll see her tomorrow morning,” I admitted. “Not because I’m chasing her. Just because I want to know.”

Melvin was quiet again, this time longer. “You want my advice?”

“No,” I said. “But you’re going to give it to me anyway, right?”

“Don’t turn this into a big fucking deal. Come clean and make your move,” he said. “But don’t build it up into something it’s not. You’ve built a life on knowing how things end. This one hasn’t ended yet. That doesn’t make it important.”

I watched a clean set roll in, unbroken. “That’s not what worries me.”

“What does?”

“That I don’t know where I stand,” I said. “And I don’t like how much I care about that.”

“I’ll see you in the morning, boss,” he said just before he ended the call.

I went to bed earlier than usual and woke before dawn, already alert, already listening for the sound of the ocean shifting, already aware that Monday morning had arrived with the faint but unmistakable sense that something was about to happen.

I slid the glass door open and stepped onto the deck, meeting the rare, deep quiet of a Malibu morning; the kind earned by early risers. The air was cool but not cold, the water deceptively calm, holding its breath under the newly risen sun. The view wasn't my reason for being out there; I was already searching the beach, looking for her board, for the loose, unhurried ease with which she crossed the sand, as if time held no meaning for her.

She was there.

Emmy stood at the waterline. Her wetsuit was peeled down to her waist, and her bare skin caught the light in a way that defied fair comparison, even for California. She wasn't watching the waves. She was looking straight up at my house, her head slightly tilted, assessing it with the same quiet, unapologetic intensity she brought to everything.

"You live there?" she called up to me.

I stopped halfway down the steps, suddenly aware of how the place must look from her angle, all glass and concrete perched above the sand like a statement I’d never consciously intended to make. “That’s the idea.”

She laughed softly, a sound that carried easily across the open space between us. “That explains a lot.”

“Such as?”

She shifted the board against her hip, eyes flicking back to me. “Why you surf like someone who never had to fight for a spot in the waves.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You should,” she said.

She smiled at that and turned toward the water, already walking, already assuming I’d follow. I did, because somewhere between the first morning and this one, I’d stopped questioning how easily she rearranged my routine.

Out past the break, the water was forgiving, long clean sets rolling in without urgency, and we drifted close as we waited, boards rising and falling together. Conversation came easily, filling the gaps between waves without effort.

“You’re out early again,” she said.

“So are you.”

“Like I said last week, I like the solitude.”

“Sorry if I’m ruining that for you.”

She glanced at me. “It’s fine.”

We rode a set in together, close enough that I felt the pull of her wake as she edged ahead of me, then waited on the inside, sitting easily on her board while I paddled back out.

“You’re better today,” she said.

“I had an incentive.”

We surfed together for an hour or so until the crowds began to show up, then headed back to the beach. On the sand again, she peeled off the wetsuit top without ceremony, tugged on her tank, and caught me watching.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I’m fine.”

She started up the path toward my house without asking, and I followed, aware of the strange nervous energy settling under my skin, the sense that I was stepping into something without having defined the terms.

Inside, she slowed, taking in the space with a glance that was curious but not impressed, which somehow felt more exposing than admiration would have.

“So,” she said, turning back to me. “This is where you live.”

“Yeah.”

“Why did you tell me you lived in Laguna?” She didn’t sound pissed, just curious.

“I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want to come across as that guy.”

“I imagine it works like a charm on most girls.”

“Yeah, it does,” I admitted, wondering if I was blowing it.

“Can I ask you to do something?”

“Sure.”

“Please don’t lie to me. I hate it when guys do that.”

“Yeah, that’s understandable.” I shuffled my feet, feeling like a twelve-year-old being dressed down by his teacher. “It won’t happen again.”

She stepped closer, close enough that I could see the faint freckles across her nose, the way her hair curled where it was still damp. “You’re very attractive,” she said, plainly.

I blinked. “You don’t have to say that.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why I did.”

When she kissed me, it wasn’t rushed. Her hands settled against my chest like she was grounding herself, setting the pace without announcing it. I responded on instinct, pulling her closer, acutely aware of how easily my body answered hers.

“You’re gorgeous,” I said, the words coming out rougher than I meant them to.

She smiled dismissively. “I know.”

“I don’t think you do,” I said. “Not like this.”

She stepped back just enough to let me really see her, and the effect hit harder than I was prepared for. I had spent years around women who treated beauty like currency, who sharpened it, traded it, leveraged it. Emmy simply existed inside hers, unbothered, unapologetic, like desire was something that happened around her whether she acknowledged it or not.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“I’m trying not to, but it’s hard.”

She gave me a look and I rolled my eyes. “Not what I meant.”

“But it’s true, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

She kissed me again and reached for me. We fumbled a little, less than usual for a first time together, probably because we were almost completely undressed when we started. She took my hand and led me to the bedroom as if it was her house instead of mine.

Being with her unfolded without urgency but with a physical certainty that left me off balance. She guided without directing, checked in without breaking the moment, shifted us subtly when she wanted, pulling me closer when I hesitated, easing back when I got too focused, and all the while she kept talking in low, steady fragments that anchored everything in the present.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“Here?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said. “Relax.”

I told her she was beautiful again, because the words crowded my head until I had to let them out. She brushed them aside lightly, like compliments were background noise she’d learned to ignore, and that somehow made me want to say them more.

“You say that like it’s new information,” she said.

“It is,” I said. “Every time I look at you.”

She laughed softly, then leaned in, pressing her forehead to mine for a brief moment that felt far more intimate than anything else that followed.

Afterward, she lay beside me, calm, tracing idle lines along my arm as if this were simply another way to pass the morning.

“You’re intense,” she said.

“I’m trying not to be.”

“I noticed,” she said. “You don’t have to fix everything, you know.”

I nodded. “I don’t know how not to.”

“That’s a shame,” she said, not unkindly.

She dressed without lingering, kissed my cheek, smiled once, and headed for the door.

“That was fun,” she said, as if we’d just played tennis, not made love.

“For you, too?” I said.

“Of course,” she replied as if it was a given. It wasn’t, not in my mind, and I was surprisingly grateful to hear it. I knew I was a good lover, generous, fit, all the usual things. And I was used to sleeping with women half my age, so it wasn’t that. I’m not sure what it was, but it was something.

“See you tomorrow?” she asked as she adjusted her bikini and sheer tank top. I was amazed yet again at how perfect she was. And how easily we had enjoyed each other.

After she left, the house felt subtly wrong, like something had shifted just enough to throw off the balance. I stood naked at the window, watching her cross the sand and disappear down the path, and didn’t move when the front door opened behind me. I grabbed my shorts and walked into the living room.

Melvin stepped inside like he always did, jacket off, sleeves rolled, coffee in hand.

“She gone?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

He studied me. “You look wrecked.”

“I’m fine.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

I leaned against the counter. “Her name’s Emmy.”

“I know.”

“Yeah, sorry. Of course you do.”

“So,” he said. “You slept with her?”

“Yeah.”

“And?”

“And it felt good. It felt easy,” I said. “Which might be a problem.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You’ve slept with dozens of women. Why is this one different?”

I stared out at the water, searching for words that didn’t quite exist yet. “She doesn’t want anything.”

“They never do,” he said.

“That’s not true,” I said. “Most of them want reassurance. Or access. Or permanence. She doesn’t even want to be chosen.”

“And that bothers you?”

“Yes,” I said. “Because I don’t know where I stand.”

Melvin nodded slowly. “Now that’s new.”

“I think she’s deciding whether I’m worth keeping around,” I said, hearing how ridiculous it sounded even as it felt true.

“And you’re not used to being evaluated.”

“No,” I said quietly. “I’m used to being chased, not doing the chasing.”

He watched me for a long moment. “Careful, Nathan.”

“I know.”

But even as I said it, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be.

Emmy

I didn’t feel bad about sleeping with Nathan.

That part was easy. It always has been for me.

Sex, for me, lived in a separate compartment from everything else: no guilt, no promises, no emotional bookkeeping required. Bodies made sense. Desire was natural. You didn’t have to explain yourself or pretend you were something you weren’t. You showed up, you responded, you left when it was done. Simple. Familiar. Safe, in its own way.

What surprised me was how comfortable it felt with him, how quickly my body relaxed into the rhythm of it, how little effort it took to guide him without ever having to say I was doing it. I liked that he paid attention, that he checked in without killing the mood, that he reacted when I shifted or pulled back instead of barreling ahead. Most men wanted to lead or be led. Nathan seemed content to follow my cues, even when he didn’t realize that was what he was doing.

And I liked that.

I liked the way he looked at me when my clothes came off, like he was genuinely stunned, like he’d forgotten how to breathe for a second. I was used to appreciation. Men had been telling me I was beautiful since I was too young for it to be flattering, but his flattery felt different. Less hungry. More reverent. As if he couldn’t quite reconcile what he was seeing with what he thought he already knew about women like me.

“You’re unreal,” he’d said, his voice rough, almost disbelieving.

I’d brushed it off automatically. Compliments slid off me by habit, deflected before they could stick. If you let them land, you wound up owing something back, and I’d learned a long time ago not to rack up invisible debts.

I enjoyed being with him physically, enjoyed how intense he was without being demanding, how he kept trying to slow himself down like he was afraid of crossing some invisible line. The irony wasn’t lost on me. I was the one keeping the real distance, even as I let him get closer than he probably realized.

When it was over, I felt calm. Grounded. Satisfied in that uncomplicated way that had nothing to do with attachment. I lay beside him, traced my fingers along his arm, listened to his breathing even out, already compartmentalizing the morning as something pleasant and complete.

That should have been the end of it. One-night stands, or one-morning stands, were a staple of my sex life since I was still in high school.

Leaving was easy, too. I dressed without lingering, kissed his cheek because it felt kind and honest, and walked back down the sand toward my van with the ocean still humming in my ears. I didn’t look back. I never did. Looking back invited questions, and questions led to conversations I wasn’t ready to have.

The guilt didn’t hit until I was driving.

It crept in slowly, threading itself through the open windows with the salt air, settling in my chest in a way that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with timing. I thought about the way I’d told him not to lie to me earlier that morning, the casual firmness of it, like honesty was a baseline expectation between us.

And then I thought about what I hadn’t told him.

Julie’s face flashed in my mind, sitting at our kitchen table with her coffee, apologetic and practical all at once. It’s your turn. The unspoken rule of the apartment: the lease that only allowed two names. The way everything in my life was always just one conversation away from shifting.

I hadn’t slept with Nathan because I needed a place to stay. I was honest enough with myself to know that. I’d wanted him, plain and simple. But I’d also known, even if I hadn’t articulated it yet, that he represented something else too: stability, space, an option I hadn’t planned for but couldn’t ignore.

That was where the guilt lived.

Not in what I’d done, but in what I hadn’t said.

I told myself it wasn’t lying, not exactly. Just omission. I didn’t owe him my logistics on the first day, didn’t owe him an explanation of my housing situation any more than he owed me a tour of his finances. Still, the memory of his careful restraint, the way he’d listened, the way he’d looked at me like I mattered more than the view behind him, made the rationalizations feel thin.

By the time I pulled into the lot near my apartment, I knew what I was going to do.

I’d tell him.

Not right away. Not in the middle of the water or between waves. But the next morning I saw him, when things were quiet and real, and we weren’t hiding behind the excuse of the ocean. I’d tell him I needed a place to land, that I was figuring things out, that I wasn’t looking for anything permanent, but I also wasn’t pretending I had everything handled.

He deserved that much.

I shut off the engine and sat there for a moment longer, hands resting on the wheel, breathing in the familiar mix of salt and sunscreen and the smell of ancient upholstery. I didn’t know what his reaction would be. I didn’t know if telling the truth would change anything between us.

But for the first time in a long while, I realized I didn’t want to start something with a lie.

Even if that something was only meant to last a little while.

I was halfway through my makeup when the knock came.

Not the polite, measured knock of someone who lived there and knew the rhythm of the place, but the uneven kind, too fast and a little panicked, like whoever was on the other side wasn’t sure they were welcome but didn’t have anywhere else to go. I paused with the mascara wand hovering near my eye, already irritated, already running through a short list of possibilities that didn’t include anything good.

“Who is it?” I called, keeping my voice neutral.

The door opened before I could cross the room. Selena stood there with her overnight bag slung over one shoulder, eyes red and swollen, hair pulled back in a way that suggested she’d done it hastily and then thought better of it and left it anyway.

“Oh,” I said. “Hey.”

She didn’t answer. She just stepped inside and dropped the bag by the door, her face crumpling as soon as it was closed behind her.

I set the mascara down and crossed the room. “Okay,” I said calmly. “Come here.”

She collapsed against me without hesitation, arms wrapping tight around my waist, her forehead pressing into my shoulder as the tears finally came. Big, shuddering sobs that carried days’ worth of restraint with them. I held her, rubbing slow circles against her back, letting her cry it out without asking questions yet. Experience had taught me that there was an order to these things.

After a minute or two, her breathing evened out enough for words.

“He kicked me out,” she said, muffled against my collarbone.

“Who?”

“Mark,” she said, like that explained everything. “He lost his shit.”

I sighed softly, not surprised. “What happened?”

She pulled back just enough to wipe at her face with the heel of her hand. “He accused me of flirting with the guy next door. Again.”

“Were you?”

She gave a short, broken laugh. “I smiled at him. I said hi. Apparently, that’s flirting now.”

“Of course it is,” I said.

“He started in on me,” she went on, words tumbling out faster now. “Said I didn’t take anything seriously, that I embarrassed him, that I was asking for attention. Like I’m not allowed to exist unless I’m looking at the floor.”

“That’s not okay,” I said.

“I know,” she said, nodding hard. “I know that. But then he said if I liked attention so much, I could go get it somewhere else, so I did.”

I squeezed her shoulders gently. “You didn’t deserve that.”

She sniffed. “I’m sorry. I know this is faster than I thought it would be.”

“Stop,” I said. “You don’t apologize for getting out of something shitty.”

She looked at me then, really looked, like she was checking to see if I meant it.

“You’re sure?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Verbal abuse is still abuse. You don’t have to wait for it to get physical to leave.”

Her shoulders sagged in relief, and she nodded again, wiping at her eyes. “Thank you.”

“Of course.”

I glanced toward the hallway, mentally counting beds, bags, bodies. “Does Julie know yet?”

“She’s at work,” Selena said. “I didn’t want to text her like this.”

“She’ll understand,” I said. “She always does.”

I gestured toward the couch. “Sit. I’ve got to finish getting ready, but you can stay here tonight if you need to.”

She sank onto the cushions, pulling her knees up, watching me with tired eyes as I went back to the mirror. As I blended concealer under my eyes, the practical part of my brain kicked in, uninvited but efficient.

Three girls.

We could get away with it for a night or two. Maybe three if we were careful. Selena would keep her stuff contained. No noise. No extra cars. But the building manager had a way of appearing whenever the balance shifted, and he was far too interested in who came and went for us to stretch it much longer than that.

The familiar pressure settled in my chest again, the one that had been there all morning but sharper now, more immediate. The unspoken countdown.

“I’ll figure something out,” Selena said quietly, as if she’d read my thoughts. “I won’t stay long.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” I said. “It’s my turn to find another place to stay.”.

She watched me for another moment. “You okay?” she asked. “You look… different.”

“Different how?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Calmer. Or maybe distracted.”

I smiled faintly. “Long morning.”

She didn’t push. None of us did when it came to each other’s private lives. That was another unspoken rule, one I appreciated.

When I finished getting ready, I grabbed my bag and keys, hesitating by the door for just a second longer than necessary.

“I’ll be back late,” I said. “There’s food in the fridge. And if Mark calls…”

“I won’t answer,” Selena said immediately. “I blocked him.”

“Good.”

As I stepped into the hallway, my phone buzzed in my hand. Nothing important. Still, my thoughts slid, uninvited, to Nathan. To the house by the water. To the way he’d looked at me that morning, like he couldn’t quite reconcile what he was seeing with what he thought he already knew.

I told myself again that I wasn’t using him.

But I was also done pretending I didn’t need help.

By the time I reached my van, the decision had settled into place, quiet and steady. The next morning, I saw him when things were calm and honest, and we weren’t hiding behind the ocean, I would tell him the truth. About the apartment. About needing somewhere to land for a while. About not wanting to start something built on half-answers.

I didn’t know what he’d say.

But for the first time in a while, I knew what I was going to do.
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Nathan

By the time we came in from the water, it already felt like a pattern.

Another quiet morning, another clean break, another hour where the rest of the world stayed politely out of our way. Emmy moved through it all with the same unhurried confidence she always did, paddling out ahead of me, waiting just long enough between sets for conversation to slip in without effort. Surfing with her felt less like sharing space and more like syncing rhythms, an unspoken agreement about when to talk and when to let the water do the work.

Back at the house, everything unfolded just as easily.

There was no awkwardness, no hesitation, no sense that we were negotiating anything. We shed wetsuits and clothes with the same casual efficiency we’d developed over the last few mornings, bodies fitting together without needing instruction. I loved that about her; that there was no pretense, no careful staging. Sex with Emmy felt clean and uncomplicated, something we both knew how to enjoy without turning it into a referendum on what came next.

And I did enjoy it. More than I probably should have.

She was relaxed afterward, stretched out beside me like she belonged there without asking permission, and I realized I was smiling like an idiot at the ceiling, still riding the quiet thrill of how easy everything felt. This, I thought, was what people meant when they talked about chemistry; when bodies aligned so naturally that the rest of life seemed momentarily manageable.

I turned onto my side, propped on one elbow, watching her pull her hair into a loose knot. “This is dangerously pleasant,” I said.

She smiled without looking at me. “You say that like it’s a problem.”

“I’m just not used to things working out this smoothly.”

“That sounds exhausting,” she said. “You should try not overthinking it.”

I laughed. “I’ll put it on my list.”

She glanced over then, her expression shifting slightly; not alarmed, not guarded exactly, just thoughtful. The air changed, subtle but unmistakable. I felt it before she spoke, that sense of something turning.

“Nathan,” she said, “can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

She hesitated, which caught my attention immediately. Emmy didn’t hesitate often. “Would it be… crazy if I moved in here for a while?”

The question landed with surprising weight.

For a split second, my mind went completely blank, and then it filled all at once. Images of her in the house, her board by the stairs, her clothes in the spare room, mornings like this becoming routine instead of a new novelty. The idea delighted me in a way that was almost embarrassing in its immediacy.

“Crazy?” I repeated. “No.”

Relief flickered across her face, but she didn’t rush in, didn’t smile too fast or soften the moment. She waited, watching me carefully, and that was when the second wave hit; the worry underneath the excitement.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

She shrugged lightly. “I need a place to land for a bit. Nothing dramatic. I don’t want you to think this means more than it does.”

“And what does it mean?” I asked.

She met my eyes. “It means I like being here. With you. It doesn’t mean I’m asking for promises or labels.”

That helped. And didn’t.

“I want you here,” I said honestly. “I just want to understand what you’re expecting. Or not expecting.”

She nodded, like she’d been waiting for that. “I’m not looking to be taken care of. I don’t need a savior.”

“I didn’t assume you did.”

“I know,” she said. “I just need you to hear it anyway.”

I sat up, resting my forearms on my knees. “What about your life? Work, friends… whatever you’ve got going on?”

She smiled faintly. “I’ve got things figured out enough.”

It wasn’t an answer, not really, but I let it pass. “How long were you thinking?”

“A little while,” she said. “Until I get my footing.”

“And your past?” I asked gently. “Is there anything I should know?”

Her expression closed just a fraction. “I don’t really like talking about that.”

“Why not?”

She considered me for a moment, then said, “Because people tend to decide things about me once they hear it.”

That gave me pause. “I don’t want to decide things for you.”

“I know,” she said again, softer this time. “That’s why I’m asking.”

I leaned back, studying the ceiling again, trying to reconcile the thrill I felt at the thought of her staying with the part of me that was wired to anticipate exits.

“I don’t need details,” I said finally. “But I do need honesty.”

“You’ll get that,” she said. “Just not all at once.”

I smiled at that, recognizing the boundary for what it was; not a rejection, but a limit she knew how to hold. “Okay.”

She relaxed then, just a little, and leaned into me. “You’re surprisingly reasonable.”

“Don’t spread it around. You’ll ruin my reputation.”

She laughed softly, and for a moment everything felt settled again, balanced on that narrow line between ease and uncertainty.

“Let’s take it one day at a time,” I said.

“That’s all I’m asking,” she replied.

And as she rested her head against my shoulder, I realized that for the first time in a long while, I wasn’t sure whether I was more excited or more nervous; and that both felt like signs I shouldn’t ignore.

Emmy

Staying at Nathan’s place felt familiar in a way I didn’t bother dwelling on.

I’d done this before, more than once, sliding into someone else’s space with a duffel bag and a calm smile, treating the arrangement like a temporary alignment of needs rather than anything emotional or permanent. Convenience had its own logic. So did survival. Nathan’s house was nicer than most, quieter, more private, not to mention right on the beach. But the underlying math wasn’t new to me, and I didn’t see any reason to complicate it by saying things out loud that didn’t need to be said.

He was careful with me after I asked, attentive in a way that suggested he was trying not to assume anything. I appreciated that. It made the conversation easier, even when it drifted toward territory I knew he was curious about but didn’t quite know how to navigate.

“So,” he said later, when we were both dressed and the morning had settled into something domestic and unremarkable. “What does this look like to you?”

I shrugged, leaning back against the counter. “It looks like I’ll be staying here for a bit.”

“And expectations?” he asked. “On either side.”

I met his eyes. “You mean sex?”

He didn’t flinch, but he did hesitate. “I mean… everything.”

“I’m not complicated,” I said. “If you want me, you can have me.”

That made him frown. Not disapproval. Uncertainty.

“Whenever?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He studied me like he was trying to spot the trick. “That sounds rehearsed.”

I smiled. “It’s practiced.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It’s the truth,” I said. “I’m good at this part. I don’t need conditions or romance or buildup. If you want me, I’ll be there. No resentment. No tallying.”

He shook his head slightly. “I don’t want you to feel obligated.”

“I won’t,” I said. “I wouldn’t be offering if I did.”

He still didn’t look convinced, and something in me bristled at that. Not because he doubted my sincerity, but because he underestimated my capacity to separate things cleanly.

“Test me,” I said.

He blinked. “Test you?”

“If you don’t believe me,” I said evenly. “See for yourself.”

He didn’t answer right away, and I could tell he wasn’t sure whether to take me seriously or assume I was exaggerating. That was fine. I didn’t need him to decide anything in that moment.

Over the next few days, he tested me.

Not aggressively. Not cruelly. Just… often. Mornings, afternoons, late nights when he came back restless and keyed up, moments when he looked at me like he was waiting for me to set a boundary he didn’t want to cross on his own. I never did. I showed up each time with the same ease, the same openness, never making him ask twice, never making it feel transactional, even though we both knew there was an exchange happening.

And I was fine.

More than fine. This was the part I understood. Desire without expectation. Physical closeness without emotional excavation. I could give him my body without giving him pieces of myself I wasn’t ready to share. I could make him feel wanted without promising him permanence.

What surprised me wasn’t his appetite. It was his restraint.

He kept waiting for something to crack; for resentment, for exhaustion, for me to pull away or renegotiate, and when I didn’t, it unsettled him. I could see it in the way he watched me afterward, searching my face for signs I wasn’t giving him.

“You really meant it,” he said once, quietly.

“I told you,” I said. “Sex is easy for me. I love it.”

He didn’t respond, just nodded, thoughtful, and I wondered how long it would take before he realized that ease didn’t mean emptiness. It just meant experience.

I didn’t tell him why I was so practiced at this, or how many times sex had been my most reliable form of currency. That conversation could wait. Or maybe it never needed to happen at all. For now, this worked. He got what he wanted. I got what I needed.

And if there was a part of me that felt the faintest twinge of unease at how quickly he seemed to want more than I was offering, I ignored it.

I always did.

I asked him after we were done, when the room still felt warm and slow, and neither of us was in a hurry to move.

Nathan was stretched out beside me, one arm behind his head, that relaxed, satisfied look on his face that always made me feel like I’d done something right, even when I told myself not to care about that. I traced an idle line along his chest, more habit than intention, and waited for the moment to feel settled before I spoke.

“Would it be okay,” I said lightly, “if I moved a few more things in here?”

He turned his head to look at me. “Things like…?”

“Clothes,” I said. “Other stuff, personal items, like makeup, that sort of thing. Nothing dramatic.”

His mouth curved into a smile that initially looked pleased before shifting to cautious. “You’re not easing in at all, are you?”

I shrugged. “I already spend nights here.”

“That’s true,” he said. Then, after a beat, “And you’re still good with our arrangement?”

I knew what he meant. He didn’t dress it up or pretend otherwise, and I appreciated that about him.

“Anytime, anywhere?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m more than fine with it,” I said. “You don’t have to keep checking.” I raised an eyebrow to emphasize my willingness, but I don’t think he understood completely. I’d be more explicit another time, I decided.

He watched me closely, like he was still trying to decide whether to believe that. “You really don’t feel put upon?”

“No,” I said. “If I did, I’d say so.”

He nodded, then frowned slightly. “I just… want to make sure this isn’t something you’ll regret later. Especially with the age difference.”

That made me smile.

“Older men are almost always better lovers,” I said. “That’s not flattery. That’s my experience.”

He laughed once, disbelieving but clearly pleased. “That sounds like something you tell all of us.”

“I don’t,” I said. “I tell the ones it applies to.”

He looked at me sideways, amused and skeptical in equal measure, but he didn’t push it further. Instead, he asked, “Are you okay with me? Sexually, I mean.”

I considered the question, not because I didn’t know the answer, but because I wanted to give him one that was honest without being too revealing.

“I am,” I said. “Very.”

He exhaled slowly, like he’d been holding that in. “You know,” he said, “when I was younger, women your age weren’t like this.”

“Like what?”

“So open,” he said. “So comfortable. You don’t hesitate. You don’t second-guess yourselves the way women did when I was coming up.”

He paused, then added, “Do you think that’s from all the exposure to porn?”

I shook my head. “Porn’s been around forever.”

“Not like it is now.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I think it’s more about access. People talk more. Share more. There’s less pretending we don’t want things.”

“And social media,” he said.

“Definitely,” I agreed. “It makes everything more visible. That cuts both ways.”

He seemed to accept that, settling back against the pillows. “All I know is, I’ve never been this satisfied with a partner.”

I smiled, indulgent. “Hold your judgment.”

“I don’t have to,” he said, turning toward me again. “You’re the most desirable woman I’ve ever been with.”

I scoffed automatically. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m serious.”

“You say that like I don’t know your history.”

He laughed. “You don’t know all of it.”

“Enough,” I said.

We lay there quietly for a moment, then he said, “How many?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really? You want to trade body counts?”

“Call it curiosity,” he said. “Yours and mine.”

I told him my number. He didn’t react much, just nodded, then told me his.

“Well,” I said, “you had a head start.”

“That’s one way to look at it.”

I smiled, but somewhere underneath it, a quieter thought stirred. He thought his number was higher because of time. He had no idea how efficiently I’d lived certain years, how much I’d condensed into shorter spans, how many encounters I’d learned to file away without ceremony.

I wondered, not for the first time, how he’d feel if I told him the truth.

Not yet, I decided.

Instead, I kissed his shoulder and said, “So yes. I’ll move some things over.” He smiled, satisfied, and pulled me closer like the matter was settled.

For now, it was.
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Nathan

I suggested breakfast out of habit before I realized why I was doing it.

Melvin had texted that he was in the neighborhood and asked if I wanted to grab something before heading into the office, and my instinctive response had been yes until I pictured him walking through the front door of my house the way he always had, sleeves rolled, coffee already in hand, treating the place like an extension of our workday. That image landed differently now. Not wrong, exactly, but intrusive in a way it never had been before.

So I told him to meet me at the café on the PCH instead.

It was nothing fancy, just one of those places that catered equally to surfers coming off the water and retirees lingering over refills, all blond wood and sun-faded menus. I arrived early and took a corner table, watching traffic slide past the windows while I waited, aware of a faint, unfamiliar tightness in my chest.

I wasn’t used to feeling territorial.

Melvin showed up five minutes later, looking faintly amused the moment he spotted me.

“Breakfast out?” he said as he slid into the chair across from me. “What, the house suddenly off-limits?”

I snorted. “Don’t start.”

“Oh, I’m absolutely starting,” he said. “You used to have women wandering through your kitchen in the mornings like it was Grand Central Station. Now you’re shy?”

“That’s not what this is.”

“Uh-huh.” He picked up the menu, barely glancing at it. “So what’s her name again?”

“Emmy.”

“Right. Emmy.” He smiled. “And she’s already got you rearranging your routines.”

I leaned back, folding my arms. “It’s just different.”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“No,” I said. “Last time I said she was hot. This is different.”

Melvin raised an eyebrow. “Explain.”

I considered it while the waitress took our order, buying myself a few extra seconds. Once she left, I exhaled slowly.

“She’s been staying with me,” I said.

His fork paused midair. “Staying staying?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“A few days so far. Maybe for a few weeks. I don’t really know,” I said. “But it already feels… settled.”

“That’s alarming,” he said cheerfully. “You barely know her.”

“I know that,” I said. “That’s part of the problem.”

Melvin leaned back in his chair, studying me like I’d just presented a suspicious balance sheet. “You’ve had women stay over before.”

“Not like this.”

“How is this different?” he asked.

I searched for the answer and found myself circling the same points I’d been circling all week. “She doesn’t ask for anything,” I said finally. “Not reassurance. Not commitment. Not even explanations.”

“And you like that?”

“I do,” I admitted. “But it also leaves me off balance.”

He nodded slowly. “Because you don’t know where you stand.”

“Exactly.”

Melvin smiled faintly. “Welcome to the other side.”

I shook my head. “It’s not just that. She’s… she’s so available. In ways I’ve never experienced before.”

He laughed. “Nathan, that’s not a new sentence for you.”

“No,” I said. “This is different.”

“How?”

“She’s not performing,” I said. “She’s not angling for anything. She enjoys sex, she’s open about it, and she doesn’t attach it to expectations. It’s… disarming.”

Melvin’s expression shifted, amusement giving way to something more cautious. “And you believe that?”

“Yes.”

He studied me for a moment. “You’re sure this isn’t just an act?”

“I’ve asked myself that,” I said. “A lot.”

“And?”

“And I keep coming back to the same thing,” I said. “Where it’s an act or not, I’m happier than I’ve ever been with someone.”

The words hung there between us, heavier than I’d intended.

Melvin set his fork down. “That’s a big fucking statement, Nathan.”

“Yeah, I know.”

He leaned forward slightly. “Come on, Nathan. You’ve been happy before, haven't you?”

“I’ve been entertained,” I said. “Distracted. Even satisfied. This is different.”

“Because you’re not in control,” he said.

“Yeah, I guess,” I admitted. “And because I don’t know her.”

He nodded. “That part concerns me.”

“Me too.”

“Then why are you letting her live with you?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Because I want her there.”

Melvin exhaled slowly. “That’s not a strategy.”

“I’m not strategizing.”

“That’s also new.”

Our food arrived, and we ate for a few minutes in silence. I realized I was smiling without meaning to, replaying nothing in particular; just the sense of her moving through my space, the quiet ease of it.

Melvin noticed. Of course he did.

“You’re gone,” he said.

I looked up. “What?”

“You’ve got that look,” he said. “The one that says you’re already invested.”

I frowned. “I’m not naive.”

“No,” he agreed. “But you are emotionally underprepared.”

I sighed. “So what are you saying?”

“I’m saying go slow,” he said. “And I’m saying you should know more about her.”

I stiffened. “What does that mean?”

“It means due diligence,” he said calmly. “Background. History. Anything she’s not volunteering.”

I scowled at him. “That feels invasive.”

“It’s protective,” he countered. “You let people into your house, your bed, your life. You’ve always vetted them.”

“I’m not running a credit check on her.”

“I’m not suggesting that,” he said. “I’m suggesting I ask around. Quietly.”

I hesitated, the instinctive refusal rising fast; and then the doubt underneath it.

“I don’t want to betray her trust,” I said.

“You don’t even know what that trust is built on yet,” Melvin replied. “And you’re already worried about disappointing her. That alone should tell you something.”

I stared down at my plate, my appetite gone.

“She’s not hiding anything malicious,” I said, more to myself than to him.

“Maybe not,” he said. “But people don’t hide shit for no reason.”

I was quiet for a long moment, listening to the hum of the restaurant, the clink of silverware, the distant crash of waves beyond the road.

“Just… be discreet,” I said finally.

Melvin nodded once. “Always.”

“And don’t dig unless there’s something to dig into.”

He smiled. “That’s not how digging works.”

I shook my head, half-smiling despite myself. “Yeah, I know.”

As I stood to leave, he motioned for me to sit down. “We’re not done,” he said, something I’m not used to hearing from him. But I sat.

“What?”

Melvin waited until I was settled back into the booth, then slid his phone across the table toward me.

“That’s actually why I wanted to meet,” he said. “The other thing.”

I glanced at the screen but didn’t pick it up. “There’s always another thing.”

“This one’s bigger.”

“That’s never comforting.”

He ignored that. “Movie producer. Independent. Has distribution lined up but ran over budget. Needs a bridge loan to finish post-production, as usual.”

I finally looked at the phone. The name meant nothing to me, which usually meant everything. “How much?”

Melvin didn’t answer right away. He watched my face, waiting for the right moment to drop it.

“Ten million,” he said.

I laughed once, sharp and reflexive. “No.”

“That was fast.”

“Because that’s insane,” I said. “That’s not my lane and you know it.”

“You’ve done this exact deal dozens of times.”

“Not at that number.”

He nodded. “True. This would be the largest single exposure you’ve ever taken on.”

“Which is why the answer is no.”

Melvin leaned back, unbothered. “Hear me out.”

I didn’t say anything.

“The movie’s bad,” he said calmly. “Like, objectively terrible. Test screenings were rough. Even if it limps into release, it won’t recoup.”

I knew all of that before Melvin told me. I’m not in the business of financing good movies. I finance shit movies that are destined to fail. But I like smaller deals, a million here, a million-five there, so I spread the risk around and don’t get stuck holding paper I don’t want for way longer than I want it. As we used to say on the mortgage desk at Lehman Brothers way back before the Great Financial Crisis, I’m not in the storage business, I’m in the moving business. I just move paper for different reasons now. I don’t want monthly mortgage payments from some yutz in the Valley. Foreclosure is always the goal. The quicker, the better.

“Why is this one worth the risk?” I asked.

“Because he’s desperate,” Melvin said. “And desperate people pledge real collateral.”

I frowned. “What kind of collateral?”

“Primary residence in Laurel Canyon,” he said. “Plus two investment properties. All clear title after we pay off his first on the big piece of the pie. Combined valuation north of forty, first is less than twenty. You’ll clear another twenty mil, easy.”

That got my attention despite myself.

“You foreclose,” Melvin continued, “you’re holding assets worth four times the loan. We structure it tight, ten points up front and punitive interest, a short fuse. He misses a beat, you own him.”

I stared out the window, watching traffic blur past. “Ten million wipes out most of my liquid capital.”

“Temporarily.”

“I told you I want out,” I said. “I’m done with this business.”

Melvin sighed, like he’d expected that. “You said you wanted to stop working. This isn’t work. This is one last swing.”

“One last swing that ties up everything.” I look at him. “Risks everything.”

“You still have the house,” he said.

“My house,” I said flatly.

“Which is conservatively worth fifteen million,” he countered. “You could leverage it tomorrow if you had to.”

“That’s not the point.”

“It kind of is,” he said. “You’re sitting on an oceanfront fortress you got for pennies on the dollar because another idiot producer thought he was smarter than he was, just like they all do. This is the same fucking play, Nathan.”

I shook my head. “I don’t need to double my money.”

“No,” Melvin said. “But you can.”

“That hasn’t been enough lately,” I said before I could stop myself.

He tilted his head, studying me. “And there it is.”

“There what is?”

“The reason you’re hesitating,” he said. “It’s not the risk. It’s her.”

I glared at him. “Don’t.”

“You just told me you’re happier than you’ve ever been,” he said. “You’re talking about winding things down. You’re rearranging breakfasts. And suddenly a deal you’d normally take without blinking feels… complicated?”

I didn’t answer.

“You’re worried about how it looks?” he went on. “About what kind of man you are if you keep doing this?”

“That’s not it.”

“That’s exactly it, Nathan,” he said. “She’s the first variable you’ve had in years that isn’t purely transactional.”

I exhaled slowly. “I just want to focus on her.” And not worry about being over-extended, I thought to myself.

Melvin’s expression softened slightly, but he didn’t back off. “Then make the loan and be done. One last move. Clean. Fast. You win, you’re out, you get the girl, you live happily ever after on the beach.”

“That’s not how life works.”

“It’s exactly how your life has worked,” he said. “Up until now.”

I rubbed a hand over my face, suddenly exhausted. “I don’t like that you’re right.”

“I know.”

“And I don’t like that she’s part of the equation.”

“That’s also new.”

I looked at the phone again but didn’t touch it. “What’s the timeline?”

“He wants an answer this week,” Melvin said. “He’s bleeding cash and the crew needs to be paid before they’ll finish the picture.”

I shook my head. “I’m not committing today.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“I need to think,” I said. “About everything.”

Melvin nodded. “Fair enough,” he said as if he meant it, but he knew he had me. I knew that he knew, too.

He stood, sliding his jacket back on. “Just don’t confuse wanting something new with abandoning what you’re good at.”

I stared up at him.

Melvin paused, then said more quietly, “If you want, I’ll hold off on digging into her until you say otherwise.”

I met his eyes. “No, get it done.”

He left first, like he always did, moving easily through the door, already shifting his mind back into numbers and leverage and risk. I stayed behind a moment longer, staring at the untouched coffee cooling between my hands.

Ten million dollars.

A woman I barely knew was sleeping in my bed.

A future I hadn’t planned for but couldn’t stop circling.

For the first time in years, the safest move and the one I wanted weren’t the same thing; and that unsettled me more than any deal ever had.

Emmy

I treated the move like something temporary, even as my things began to spread out around his house in ways I didn’t quite intend.

I kept everything contained to the guest room at first: my duffel, my backpack, a small stack of folded clothes on one side of the dresser. I didn’t hang anything in the closet. I didn’t claim a drawer in the bathroom or leave toiletries out on the counter. No photos, no personal touches, nothing that suggested permanence. I’d learned the danger of that early on. Once you start nesting, people start making assumptions, and assumptions always came with expectations.

Nathan noticed, of course. He noticed everything.

He didn’t comment on it directly, but I could feel his awareness whenever he watched me move through the house, light and careful, like a guest who planned to be polite and leave no trace. It made him curious in the way men get when something doesn’t behave the way they expect it to.

One afternoon, while we were sitting on the deck with coffee and the ocean laid out in front of us, he asked, “So what exactly do you do when you’re not surfing and working nights?”

I shrugged. “That’s most of it.”

“That can’t be all of it.”

“Why not?”

He smiled. “People don’t just… exist in the margins.”

I tilted my head, considering him. “Some of us do.”

He didn’t push, not right away. Instead, he shifted gears. “You asked me about my background the other day. I realized I never really answered you.”

“I noticed,” I said lightly.

“I grew up in Hell’s Kitchen,” he said. “Back when it still earned the name.”

That got my attention.

He told me about cramped apartments, about a father who worked too much and a mother who worried constantly, about learning early how money moved and who it protected and who it didn’t. He talked about New York with a fondness that surprised me, the sharp edges of it, the noise, the way it had shaped him. It was the most personal I’d seen him without the buffer of sex between us.

“And now you lend money to people who think they’re smarter than they are,” I said.

“More or less,” he admitted. “I like knowing how things end.”

“That makes sense,” I said, and meant it.

He looked at me, searching. “What about you?”

I felt the familiar tightening in my chest, the instinctive retreat. “What about me?”

“Where you’re from,” he said. “How you ended up here.”

I smiled and leaned in to kiss him, slow and deliberate, letting my hands settle against his chest in a way I knew would redirect him without a word. He responded immediately, as he always did, the question dissolving between us as his attention shifted.

It worked. It always did.

Later, after one of those sessions that left both of us loose and breathless and a little wrecked, he asked quietly, “Do you enjoy me as much as I enjoy you?”

I rolled onto my side, propping my head on my hand. “Why do you ask that?”

He hesitated. “Because I do enjoy you. A lot.”

“That’s not an answer.”

I smiled, playful but watchful. “What is it you enjoy so much?”

He laughed softly. “You really want me to spell it out?”

“Yeah, I’m curious.”

He ran a hand through his hair, searching for words. “You’re fucking beautiful, first of all,” he said. “Obviously. But it’s more than that. It’s your attitude. The way you don’t make a big deal out of things. The way you’re imaginative without being self-conscious about it. I just…” He paused. “Sometimes I wonder if you’re using me.”

I didn’t flinch.

“Yes,” I said. “I am.”

My honesty landed hard between us.

He stared at me, disappointment flickering across his face before he could hide it. “That was… blunt.”

“You asked,” I said. “I told you I won’t lie to you.”

He nodded slowly, absorbing it. “Why?”

“Because you deserve the truth, so that’s what I’m going to give you, every time you ask.”

He rolled his eyes. “You could be a little less truthful, you know.” I laughed.

“It’s not only that, Nathan. I needed a place to stay, which I told you upfront. And this place is amazing, but you knew that, of course. You’ve been using it to bed young women since you moved in, right?” He nodded. “But there’s more to it than the house, you know.”

“Like what?”

I shrugged. “Well, I like older men, for one thing,” I said. “They’re generous. Present in the moment, as well. They don’t feel like they’re auditioning all the time. They don’t need to prove anything. And they’re not trying to recreate something they saw online.”

He frowned. “You think that’s a generational thing?”

“I do,” I said. “You grew up wanting something real. A lot of guys my age grew up watching it.”

He let that sit, then said quietly, “I wish you hadn’t said it like that.”

“I know,” I said gently. “But I’d rather disappoint you with the truth than comfort you with something fake.”

He was quiet for a long moment, and I could see the internal recalibration happening. The part of him that liked control was struggling with the fact that he didn’t have it here.

“I don’t want to be just… useful to you,” he said.

“You’re not,” I said immediately. “I like you. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

“That’s not the same as needing me.”

“No,” I agreed. “It isn’t.”

He looked away, jaw tight, and I felt a small, unwelcome tug in my chest. I didn’t like disappointing him. I liked being what he wanted, even if I didn’t want to need him back.

“I can be a good girlfriend,” I said quietly. “If that’s what you want.”

He turned back to me. “You don’t sound convinced.”

“I’m capable,” I said. “I just don’t rush into things I can’t undo.”

He nodded, still unsure. “I want to try,” he said. “I just… have reservations.”

“I know,” I said. “I’ll work on them.”

He studied my face, maybe looking for sarcasm, maybe looking for cracks. I held his gaze, steady and open, making myself a promise I didn’t say out loud.

If he were willing to meet me where I was, I would make myself worth the risk.

Even if it meant learning how to stay longer than I ever had before.
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Nathan

By the time I realized how settled everything felt, it had already been that way for weeks.

Emmy didn’t announce her presence in my life so much as she absorbed into it, folding herself into the rhythms of the house with a lightness that made the transition almost invisible. Her board had long since earned its place by the stairs. Her clothes occupied one half of the guest room closet, still neatly contained but no longer provisional. She knew which cabinets stuck, where all the dishes were stored, which mornings I preferred silence and which ones I wanted her talking just to hear her voice.

Nothing about it felt rushed. That was the illusion.

I woke most mornings before she did, moving quietly through the house while the ocean still held that pale, undecided color, making coffee, watching her sleep from the doorway with a sense of calm I didn’t quite trust. She slept easily, limbs loose, unguarded, like someone who didn’t worry about being woken suddenly and told to leave. That should have reassured me. Instead, it unsettled me.

Because Emmy didn’t belong to anything. Not to places, not to routines, not even to people.

She stayed because she wanted to, and that distinction had begun to matter more to me than I liked to admit.

Living with her had stripped away the novelty and left something else behind; something quieter, more enduring. She didn’t cling. She didn’t claim. She didn’t ask where this was going or what it meant. She existed fully in the present, and that presence grounded me in ways I hadn’t expected. It also reminded me, constantly, that I could lose her just as easily as I’d gained her.

That was the part I didn’t know how to manage.

Melvin came by midmorning, as he often did, slipping into the house like he always had, though I was more conscious of it now, more aware of how his presence shifted the energy. Emmy was out surfing, a predictable absence that felt temporary even as it left the house quieter.

We sat at the kitchen island, coffee between us, the ocean stretched wide and indifferent beyond the glass.

“I’ve got more on Emmy,” Melvin said.

I nodded. I’d asked him to do this. Weeks ago. It hadn’t felt urgent then; just prudent, the way I approached most things that entered my life unexpectedly.

“Nothing alarming,” he continued. “But there are patterns.”

“Go on.”

“She moves often,” he said. “Short-term leases, informal arrangements. No long-standing address. Work history checks out, but it’s… flexible. Service jobs, seasonal things. She doesn’t stay anywhere longer than she needs to.”

“That tracks,” I said.

“She’s clean,” Melvin added. “No legal trouble. No outstanding debts. No one looking for her.”

I didn’t know why that last part tightened something in my chest.

“And?” I prompted.

“And she’s independent to a fault,” he said. “She doesn’t build safety nets. She doesn’t anchor herself to institutions or people. She floats.”

“That’s not a crime,” I said.

“No,” Melvin agreed. “But it explains why you feel the way you do.”

I looked out toward the water, imagining her out there now, paddling into the break with that same easy confidence, unconcerned with what waited on shore.

“She’s a free spirit,” I said. “That’s what I like about her.”

“And what scares you,” Melvin said gently.

I didn’t deny it.

Weeks ago, I’d found her openness refreshing. Her lack of expectation had felt like relief. Now, it felt like a reminder that nothing about this was guaranteed. She didn’t need me. She didn’t depend on me. She wasn’t slowly entangling her life with mine in the way I’d come to expect from women who stayed this long.

“She could leave,” I said quietly.

“Yes,” Melvin said. “She could.”

“And I wouldn’t see it coming.”

“That’s usually how it works with people like her,” he said. “They don’t exit dramatically. They just… move on.”

I exhaled slowly, realizing how often that thought had been circling my mind lately, especially in moments of quiet domesticity, when she was stretched out on the couch or humming softly in the kitchen or drifting through the house like she’d always been there.

“I don’t want to cage her,” I said.

Melvin studied me. “You couldn’t if you tried.”

“I know.”

“That’s not what this is about,” he said. “You’re not afraid she’ll hurt you intentionally. You’re afraid she’ll leave without meaning to.”

That was uncomfortably accurate.

“Knowing more won’t change who she is,” Melvin went on. “But it might help you understand the rules she lives by.”

“And what if those rules don’t include staying?” I asked.

“Then you decide whether you can live with that,” he said. “Or whether you want to ask her for more.”

I stayed quiet because that was the question I’d been avoiding. Asking for more meant revealing that I cared. It meant risking the very thing I was trying to preserve.

Melvin stood, setting his mug in the sink. “I’ll keep digging if you want,” he said. “But nothing I’ve found suggests she’s dishonest. Just… untethered.”

He left shortly after, the house settling back into its familiar stillness.

When Emmy came home later, sun-warmed and salty, she kissed me absently and headed for the shower, humming to herself, utterly unconcerned with the fact that my thoughts were no longer as steady as the routines we’d built.

I watched her disappear down the hall and felt the now-familiar pull in my chest; not fear, exactly, but anticipation mixed with the quiet dread of impermanence.

For the first time, the question wasn’t whether I trusted her.

It was whether I could learn to want something that might never stay.

Emmy

I noticed the change in Nathan before he said anything about it.

It wasn’t obvious. He didn’t interrogate me or suddenly grow distant. If anything, he was gentler than usual, more attentive in a way that might have passed for affection if I hadn’t seen the same look on other men before; the careful watchfulness, the quiet recalibration that came when they realized they were more invested than they’d planned to be.

He lingered a second longer when he looked at me. Asked questions that sounded casual but weren’t. Paused before speaking, like he was deciding whether to let a thought out into the open or keep it safely contained. I knew that posture well. It usually meant someone was trying to understand where they stood without admitting they were worried about it.

So I made things easy for him.

I didn’t change my routines. I still surfed in the mornings, worked nights, moved through his house like someone who belonged there without needing to announce it. I kissed him when I came back from the beach, let him pull me close whenever the mood struck him, made sure he never had to wonder whether I wanted him physically. That reassurance cost me nothing. It was familiar ground, solid and uncomplicated.

When he reached for me, I answered without hesitation.

Sex smoothed things over the way it always had. It grounded him in the present, gave him something tangible to hold on to when his thoughts started running ahead of him. I could feel the tension drain out of him afterward, the way his body relaxed like he’d been carrying something too long and finally set it down.

Conversation was another matter.

Whenever he drifted too close to questions about my past; where I grew up, how I ended up here, what my life looked like before Malibu; I redirected him without making it obvious. A kiss instead of an answer. A hand sliding under his shirt. A shift in position that reminded him exactly how easy it was to stay where we were.

He didn’t call me out on it. Not yet. Part of him understood the exchange even if he didn’t fully approve of it.

In quieter moments, when he was working or distracted, my thoughts wandered elsewhere; back to the apartment, to the slow unraveling I’d been pretending wasn’t happening.

Julie had been on edge for weeks. Too many double shifts. Too many tense phone calls taken in the hallway. Selena was drifting in and out with overnight bags and apologies, always promising it was temporary. The building manager was asking too many questions, his smile tight and unpleasant, his eyes always counting bodies.

They were running out of time.

I loved Julie. She was steady, loyal, the kind of friend who didn’t ask questions she didn’t want the answers to. But she was also practical, and practicality only stretched so far when leases and money were involved. I knew how this played out. Someone always had to be the one who figured something else out.

Usually, that was me.

Lying in Nathan’s bed one afternoon while he showered, the sound of the water muffled through the door, I stared at the ceiling and let myself think the thought I’d been avoiding. Not as a plan exactly, but as a possibility.

Expansion.

The word felt clinical, but that was how my mind worked when I was trying not to panic. Nathan had space. Too much of it, really. Rooms that went unused. A house designed for more than one person to exist comfortably without colliding. He was generous by nature, even when he tried not to be, and he liked order more than chaos.

Julie would fit here in ways she didn’t fit in our apartment anymore.

The idea unsettled me; not because it was impractical, but because it meant acknowledging that what I had with Nathan was already more than temporary in effect, even if I insisted on treating it like it wasn’t. Bringing someone else into his house wasn’t just logistics. It was a shift. A test of how much space I was actually allowed to occupy in his life.

And whether I wanted to risk finding out.

When Nathan came back into the bedroom, towel slung low around his waist, he caught me watching him and smiled. That familiar warmth bloomed in my chest, the one I kept telling myself not to confuse with anything deeper.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said easily, sitting up and reaching for him. “Just thinking.”

“About?”

I kissed him before he could finish the question, feeling him relax into it almost immediately. Some answers were better left for another morning.

For now, this worked. I gave him ease. He gave me stability. Neither of us asked too much of the other.

But as the days passed and Julie’s situation grew more precarious, I knew the math was changing. Temporary solutions had a way of demanding permanence if you let them stretch too long.

Soon, I would have to ask Nathan for something I couldn’t soften with touch alone.

And I wasn’t sure yet whether I was more afraid of his answer or of how easily he might say yes.
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Nathan

Melvin waited longer than usual before bringing Emmy up again, which told me more than the words ever could have.

We were sitting in my office this time, not the house, not the kitchen with its morning light and ocean calm, but the place where I’d made decisions for most of my adult life; glass, steel, leather, and the faint hum of systems designed to keep everything running smoothly whether I was present or not. Emmy didn’t exist here. That was deliberate.

“Before we get into the producer,” Melvin said, flipping open his tablet, “I want to finish something we started.”

I already knew what he meant. “Go ahead.”

He didn’t rush. Melvin never rushed when he was about to say something he knew I wouldn’t like.

“There are inconsistencies,” he said. “Nothing illegal. Nothing that would trigger alarms. But her work history doesn’t line up cleanly.”

“How so?”

“Gaps,” he said. “Months at a time. Short stints. A lot of service work, seasonal jobs, things that don’t leave much of a paper trail. Housing’s the same. No long-term lease in years. Mostly informal arrangements.”

I felt my jaw tighten, irritation rising faster than I expected. “That’s not unusual.”

“For someone her age?” Melvin asked. “No. For someone that self-possessed? It stands out.”

“She’s not unstable,” I said sharply.

“I didn’t say she was.”

“You implied it.”

“I implied she doesn’t stay,” he corrected. “There’s a difference.”

I leaned back in my chair, folding my arms. “You’re talking like she’s a liability.”

“I’m talking like she’s mobile,” he said. “People who don’t anchor themselves can leave quickly.”

“That doesn’t make her dishonest.”

“No,” he agreed. “But it does mean you shouldn’t assume permanence where none has been demonstrated.”

I hated how reasonable he sounded.

“She’s upfront,” I said. “She doesn’t pretend to be something she’s not.”

“I believe that,” Melvin said. “What I don’t believe is that she’s ever had a reason to stay anywhere longer than necessary.”

The words landed uncomfortably close to something I’d been circling myself.

I stood and moved toward the window, the city stretching out below us in neat, manageable lines. “You’re framing this like a risk assessment.”

“That’s literally my job.”

“She’s not a deal,” I said. “She’s a person.”

“And you’re defending her,” he said mildly. “More than you realize.”

I turned back to him. “Because you’re talking about her like she’s a pattern instead of a woman.”

“Patterns matter,” he said. “Especially to someone who’s built his life on controlling outcomes.”

That one hit.

I didn’t answer right away, because the truth was creeping in whether I wanted it to or not. Emmy didn’t talk about the future. She didn’t ask where things were going. She didn’t build toward anything. She lived exactly where she was, and she did it so convincingly that I’d almost forgotten how temporary that could be.

“And yet,” I said, more quietly, “she’s been with me for weeks.”

“Yes,” Melvin said. “Because it works. For now.”

I didn’t like the way he emphasized that last part.

He cleared his throat, scrolling. “No criminal history. No financial red flags. No active ties that would suggest she’s hiding anything significant. Just… gaps.”

“People have gaps,” I said.

“They do,” he agreed. “But you don’t usually invite them into your house without wanting to know why.”

I sat back down, running a hand through my hair. “Enough. I get it.”

He watched me for a moment, then shifted gears without ceremony. “The loan.”

Of course. There it was.

“The producer’s getting desperate,” Melvin continued. “He’s calling daily. The post-production house is threatening to pull services. If he doesn’t close by the end of the week, the whole thing collapses.”

“And that’s supposed to motivate me?”

“It should,” Melvin said. “This is exactly the kind of situation you’ve made a fortune on.”

I exhaled slowly. “Ten million is still too much.”

“It’s proportional to the upside.”

“It’s proportional to the risk.”

“You’ve never been risk-averse.”

“No,” I said. “I’ve been risk-aware.”

“And this is making you aware,” he said pointedly.

I didn’t bother denying it. Everything felt heavier lately; decisions that used to be automatic now required thought, consideration, restraint. I didn’t like that the loan and Emmy had started to occupy the same mental space, that one bled into the other no matter how much I tried to compartmentalize.

“I told you I want out,” I said.

“And I told you this is how you get out clean,” Melvin replied. “One last deal. You double your money. You’re set. No loose ends.”

I thought of Emmy in my kitchen that morning, barefoot, hair pulled back, moving through the house like it wasn’t something she needed to conquer or claim. I thought of how easily she could walk away from all of it if she chose to.

“I don’t want to be leveraged right now,” I said.

“Because of her.”

“Yes,” I admitted. “Because of her.”

Melvin nodded slowly, like he’d been waiting for me to say it out loud. “Then understand this,” he said. “If you don’t do the deal, it’s not because it’s bad. It’s because you’re choosing uncertainty over certainty.”

“That’s not how you usually sell me.”

“I’m not selling,” he said. “I’m warning.”

He stood, gathering his things. “Think about it. Both of them.”

After he left, I sat alone in the office longer than necessary, staring at a city I knew how to navigate too well. Emmy didn’t fit into this world. That was part of her appeal. It was also the source of the unease creeping steadily into my chest.

For the first time, I was defending someone without fully understanding them.

And for the first time, I wasn’t sure whether the bigger risk was losing money, or losing someone who had never promised to stay.

Emmy

I could feel the questions before he asked them.

They arrived softly, dressed up as curiosity, slipped into conversations like afterthoughts; where I’d worked before this, how long I’d known certain people, what my plans looked like past the next few weeks. Nathan never pushed. He never cornered me. He asked the way men do when they’re trying not to scare something off, when they sense movement just beneath the surface and don’t yet know whether it’s retreat or flight.

It wasn’t suspicion. I’d seen suspicion. This was something else. Attention, maybe. Or concern. Either way, it meant the ground was shifting.

So I made things easier for him.

I stayed close. I answered his touch immediately, without hesitation or bargaining, let him feel wanted in ways that didn’t require explanation. I learned the rhythms of his days and filled in the gaps without being asked; coffee already made, a hand on his back when he passed behind me, my mouth finding his neck at moments when his mind seemed too busy to settle. Pleasure was a language I spoke fluently, and I used it the way I always had: to reassure, to redirect, to keep us anchored in the present.

When he asked where I’d lived before Malibu, I kissed him until the question dissolved.

When he asked what I’d done between jobs, I climbed into his lap and reminded him how little the answers mattered right then.

He didn’t call me on it. Not directly. But I could feel the way his body relaxed afterward, the way the tension slipped out of his shoulders when I gave him something tangible to hold on to. It worked, and that scared me more than if it hadn’t.

Julie called me one afternoon while I was alone in the house, the ocean loud through the open doors.

“Hey,” she said, her voice already tight. “Do you have a minute?”

“Always,” I said.

She didn’t waste time. “I might need a place to stay. Like… soon.”

I closed my eyes, absorbing it. “How soon?”

“A week. Maybe less.” She hesitated. “The manager’s been circling. Selena’s basically living out of a bag. I can feel the countdown.”

I leaned back against the counter, staring out at the water. “Okay.”

“That’s it?” she asked. “You’re not even going to ask questions?”

“I already know the answers,” I said.

We talked logistics; what she could move, what she couldn’t, how long she thought she could hold out; but my mind had already drifted elsewhere, mapping space without admitting that’s what I was doing. Nathan’s house wasn’t small. There were rooms that barely got used, corners of it that felt untouched, like they were waiting for someone to notice them.

Julie would notice everything.

When we hung up, I stood there for a long moment, imagining it; not just Julie in the house, but what her presence would change. The way Nathan might look at her, curious and polite. The way she’d see him, measured and thoughtful, always clocking power even when she pretended not to. The dynamic wouldn’t be simple. It never was when you added another person to something that already felt carefully balanced.

And yet, the idea didn’t repel me.

It intrigued me.

That surprised me more than anything.

When Nathan came home later, he kissed me hello and asked, casually, “Everything okay?”

“Yes,” I said, meaning it in the moment. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him close, feeling his body respond immediately, gratefully. Whatever questions were forming behind his eyes faded as his attention shifted, just as I knew it would.

For now, this still worked.

But as I lay with him afterward, his hand warm and heavy on my hip, I let myself imagine the future I’d been avoiding; a house with more voices in it, more bodies moving through shared space, more complexity than either of us had signed up for.

I didn’t know yet whether I was preparing to ask for permission.

Or preparing him for the fact that my solutions, like my life, had a way of expanding beyond the boundaries people expected.
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Nathan

I knew the producer was in trouble the moment he walked into the room.

Not because of the suit; though it was too new, too carefully chosen; or because of the smile that stayed fixed a second longer than it should have. It was the way he kept talking while he sat down, filling the space before anyone else could, like silence might expose something he couldn’t afford to show. Desperation had a cadence. I’d made a career out of recognizing it.

Melvin watched him with professional neutrality, letting me take the lead. The pitch itself was familiar enough: creative vision, unforeseen complications, distribution interest that just needed a little more polish to solidify. I’d heard versions of it dozens of times, and the specifics barely mattered. What mattered was the collateral, and that, at least, was real.

He laid it all out cleanly; property deeds, appraisals, insurance documents. No smoke, no mirrors. The numbers worked. On paper, it was the kind of play I usually took without hesitation. Short-term loan, aggressive terms, near certainty of default. I wouldn’t just get my money back; I’d own him.

And that was the problem.

As he talked, my mind kept drifting; not to risk calculations or exit strategies, but to the way Emmy had looked that morning, barefoot in the kitchen, asking if I wanted eggs like it was the most natural question in the world. I didn’t like that the thought intruded here, in this room, at this table, where emotions were supposed to be liabilities and instincts were supposed to be sharp.

“You’re quiet,” Melvin said when the producer stepped out to take a call.

“I’m thinking,” I said.

“That’s new,” he replied dryly. “This is exactly the deal you like.”

“I know.”

“Then what’s the issue?”

I glanced at the closed door. “The timing.”

Melvin frowned. “The timing is perfect. He’s bleeding cash. He needs this now.”

“That’s exactly what bothers me,” I said. “I don’t like being the only oxygen left in the room.”

“That’s how leverage works.”

“Yes,” I said. “And I’m tired of it.”

Melvin studied me for a long moment. “You’re hesitating.”

“I’m delaying.”

“Why?”

I didn’t answer right away because the truth felt unsteady when I tried to put words to it. Finally, I said, “I don’t want to make decisions like this anymore.”

He blinked. “Since when?”

“Since I realized I don’t have to.”

Melvin leaned back, incredulous. “Nathan, this is who you are.”

“It’s who I’ve been,” I said. “That doesn’t mean it’s fixed.”

The producer came back in, hope flickering across his face as he looked between us, waiting for the verdict. I felt the familiar pull; the ease of saying yes, the certainty of winning. It would have taken five minutes to close the deal and lock in the outcome.

Instead, I surprised all three of us.

“I need time,” I said.

The producer froze. “Time?”

“A few days,” I said calmly. “I’ll let you know.”

Melvin shot me a look sharp enough to cut glass, but he didn’t interrupt. The producer nodded too quickly, gratitude and panic tangling together, and gathered his things.

After he left, Melvin rounded on me. “What the hell was that?”

“I told you,” I said. “The timing’s wrong.”

“For who?” he demanded.

I stood, feeling an unexpected steadiness settle in my chest. “For me.”

Melvin exhaled, frustrated. “You’re letting her get in your head.”

“No,” I said, surprising myself with how sure I was. “She’s not distracting me from my instincts. She’s changing them.”

“That’s dangerous,” he said.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But it feels… deliberate.”

Melvin shook his head slowly. “You don’t delay certainty for feelings.”

“I’m not,” I said. “I’m delaying because I don’t want this life to be the only thing I’m good at.”

He looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time in years. “You’ve never been sentimental.”

“I still’m not,” I said. “I’m just paying attention.”

When I left the meeting, the city felt louder than usual, sharper, like I was hearing it through a different filter. I knew the deal would still be there in a few days. Desperation didn’t evaporate overnight.

What unsettled me was the realization that, for the first time, winning didn’t feel urgent.

And that the woman waiting for me at home had more to do with that than I was ready to admit.

I told her that night, standing in the kitchen with the doors open to the deck, the ocean dark and loud enough to fill the pauses I didn’t know how to bridge.

She was barefoot again, hair still damp from the shower, moving around the space like it belonged to her without ever acting like it did. That contradiction sat at the center of everything with her, and I felt it acutely as I leaned against the counter, watching her pour herself a glass of water.

“I met the producer today,” I said.

She glanced over her shoulder. “The one who wants the loan?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

I hesitated long enough that she set the glass down and turned to face me fully. “I didn’t say yes.”

That surprised her. Not dramatically; Emmy didn’t do dramatic reactions; but enough that I caught the flicker of curiosity in her eyes.

“Why not?” she asked.

I exhaled slowly. “Because ten million is a lot of money. And because for the first time, I didn’t feel like rushing.”

She leaned back against the counter, folding her arms loosely. “Is it a bad deal?”

“No,” I said. “It’s a good one. That’s what’s bothering me.”

She studied me for a moment, then said, “You’re worried about what it costs you if it goes wrong.”

“Yes.”

“And what it costs you if you do it,” she added.

That landed closer than I expected. “Maybe.”

She crossed the space between us and rested her hands lightly on my chest, not seductive, not coaxing, just present. “Nathan,” she said, “your money isn’t the reason I’m here.”

I smiled faintly. “You’re supposed to let me pretend it might be.”

She shook her head. “I don’t need to. If you lose the money, it doesn’t change anything for me.”

I looked down at her, searching for the angle, the hidden calculation I was so used to finding. “That’s easy to say.”

“It’s easy because it’s true,” she said. “I like you. I like being here. I don’t care how clever you are with deals.”

“And if the house goes with it?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Then we live somewhere else.”

That made me laugh, sharp and incredulous. “You say that like it’s nothing.”

“To me,” she said, “it is.”

I studied her face, looking for irony, for manipulation, for the subtle tell that would reassure me this was just another transaction I understood. I found none. What I found instead was something that unsettled me far more: indifference to outcomes I’d built my entire sense of security around.

“You’re very calm about this,” I said.

She smiled. “I’m good at landing on my feet.”

“That’s what worries me,” I said.

She tilted her head. “Because you’re used to people needing you?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “And because I don’t know what to do with someone who doesn’t.”

She stepped closer, resting her forehead briefly against my chest. “Do the deal,” she said softly.

I frowned. “You just told me it doesn’t matter.”

“It doesn’t,” she said. “But it matters to you. And I don’t want to be the reason you hesitate when your instincts are telling you something else.”

“My instincts are conflicted,” I said.

“Then trust the part of them that made you successful,” she replied. “Not the part that’s scared of changing.”

I pulled back slightly, looking at her again. “You realize how that sounds.”

“Yes,” she said. “Like I’m pushing you.”

“And?”

She smiled faintly. “I am. But not for me.”

I was quiet for a long moment, the weight of the decision settling back into place, heavier now that I’d said it out loud. She waited without pressing, hands warm and steady against me.

Finally, I reached for my phone.

“You’re sure?” I asked.

She met my eyes. “Completely.”

I dialed Melvin before I could talk myself out of it.

“I’m in,” I said when he answered. “Draw up the papers.”

There was a pause on the line. “What changed?”

I glanced at Emmy, standing calmly in my kitchen like this was the simplest thing in the world. “Nothing,” I said. “And everything.”

When I hung up, she smiled at me; not triumphant, not relieved, just pleased.

“There,” she said. “Now you can stop circling.”

I wrapped my arms around her, feeling the quiet certainty in her body, the way she fit against me without effort.

For better or worse, the deal was done.

And for the first time, I wasn’t entirely sure whether I’d done it for myself; or because I wanted to prove that she was right.

Emmy

I didn’t say anything right away after he hung up.

I watched him instead; standing there in the kitchen with his phone still in his hand, shoulders tight, jaw set like he’d just stepped off a ledge and wasn’t sure yet whether the ground would hold. I’d seen men make decisions before, big ones, but this felt different. He hadn’t done it out of appetite or instinct or greed. He’d done it because he’d weighed the cost to me, and that landed somewhere deep and unexpected in my chest.

“You okay?” I asked quietly.

He looked at me, really looked, like he was checking that I was still there. “Yeah,” he said. “I think so.”

That was enough.

I crossed the room and took his phone from his hand, setting it facedown on the counter before he could second-guess himself. Then I stepped back into his space and slid my arms around him, resting my cheek against his chest. I could feel his heartbeat, still a little fast, still keyed up.

“Thank you,” I said.

“For what?” he asked.

“For caring,” I said simply.

He exhaled, his body softening under my hands. “I don’t know how not to.”

I smiled to myself at that and took his hand, leading him down the hall without ceremony. There was nothing urgent about what I wanted to do. No heat-driven impatience, no need to prove anything. I just wanted him to feel seen the way he’d seen me.

In the bedroom, I slowed everything down. I kissed him like I had time, like the night wasn’t going anywhere, letting my hands trace familiar paths with new intention. I let him feel how present I was, how deliberate, how much I wanted him, not the comfort he offered or the security he represented, but the man who’d paused a ten-million-dollar decision because he didn’t want it to cost me something.

“You don’t have to do this,” he murmured at one point, his voice low, careful.

“I know,” I said, pressing my forehead to his. “I want to.”

That mattered. I could feel it in the way he relaxed into me, the way he stopped holding himself back, the way he let me guide him without questioning why. I took my time with him, with us, making sure he felt every small reassurance I didn’t know how to say out loud.

Afterward, we lay tangled together, the room quiet except for the ocean and the steadying rhythm of his breathing. His arm was heavy around me, grounding, and I traced slow, absent lines against his skin while I sorted through the unfamiliar swirl in my chest.

This was the part I hadn’t planned for.

“Nathan,” I said softly.

“Mm?”

“I need to tell you something.”

He shifted slightly, alert now. “Okay.”

I swallowed, surprised by the sudden tightness in my throat. “I think I’m falling for you.”

The words hung there between us, fragile and real.

He didn’t speak right away, and for a split second I wondered if I’d misread everything, if I’d finally stepped too far outside the careful boundaries I’d built for myself. Then he tightened his arm around me, just a little.

“You don’t have to say that,” he said gently.

“I know,” I said. “That’s why I am.”

I wasn’t sure when it had happened; somewhere between his concern, his hesitation, the way he’d looked at me like my well-being mattered more than the outcome of a deal he could easily win. I only knew that it was true, and that realization startled me as much as it steadied me.

“I meant it,” I added. “In case that wasn’t clear.”

He kissed the top of my head, slow and careful. “It was.”

I closed my eyes, letting myself stay there, letting the feeling exist without trying to manage it or explain it away. For once, I didn’t feel the urge to plan my exit or soften the moment with distance.

I’d surprised him tonight.

I’d surprised myself even more.

I told Nathan Julie was stopping by like it was nothing.

Just a casual visit. A friend from work. Someone I’d promised a beer and a couch for an hour or two before her shift. I said it lightly, deliberately, watching his face for any sign of resistance or curiosity that went beyond polite interest. He didn’t hesitate. He never did with things like this.

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll be around.”

That ease unsettled me more than suspicion would have.

Julie arrived mid-afternoon, sunglasses on, hair pulled back, carrying herself with that familiar mix of confidence and weariness I’d come to recognize as her default when she was holding something together by sheer force of will. She hugged me tightly at the door, longer than usual, and I felt the tension in her shoulders even before she said a word.

“Wow,” she said as she stepped inside, eyes flicking toward the open living room, the ocean beyond it. “You weren’t exaggerating.”

“I don’t exaggerate,” I said. “I omit.”

She laughed, but I felt the way her gaze lingered, cataloging space, possibility, escape.

Nathan came in from the deck a moment later, drying his hands on a towel, and I watched him see her.

Not like a man noticing a woman. Not yet. It was quieter than that. Polite interest. Awareness. The reflexive assessment he probably didn’t even realize he was making; the way he took in her posture, her expression, the way she held herself just slightly guarded. He smiled, offered his hand, and introduced himself without any of the ownership I half-expected and half-feared.

“Nice to finally meet you,” he said.

“Likewise,” Julie replied, her voice warm, steady. She met his gaze without flinching, without flirting, and I saw something shift in him; not attraction exactly, but recognition.

They talked easily at first. Neutral things. Work schedules. Traffic. The weather was pretending to be unpredictable when it never really was. I stayed close but quiet, listening, watching, aware of a tight, unfamiliar sensation blooming low in my chest.

Jealousy.

The realization surprised me enough that I almost missed the second feeling that followed it; curiosity. The sharp, unwelcome kind. I’d brought Julie here as a test without admitting that’s what it was, and now I was watching the results unfold in real time.

Nathan was attentive without being indulgent. He didn’t overtalk. He didn’t perform. He listened in a way that made people feel like they’d been invited into the room rather than evaluated from across it. Julie responded to that immediately, relaxing just a fraction, her shoulders dropping as the conversation stretched on.

I wondered what he saw when he looked at her.

I wondered what she saw.

When Julie excused herself to use the bathroom, Nathan turned to me. “She seems great.”

“She is,” I said, maybe too quickly.

He smiled, faint and thoughtful. “You’ve got good people.”

I nodded, unsure how to respond to the quiet pride that flared at that. When Julie came back, she stood closer to me, brushing my arm lightly as if to reassure herself I was still there. The gesture grounded me more than I expected.

We didn’t stay long. Julie had a shift to get to, and I walked her to her car while Nathan stayed inside, giving us space without being asked.

“He’s… interesting,” Julie said once we were out of earshot.

I raised an eyebrow. “That’s one word.”

“He’s different,” she said. “Not in a bad way.”

“I know,” I said.

She hesitated, then added, “You look settled.”

I laughed softly. “Do I?”

“A little,” she said. “It suits you.”

When I went back inside, Nathan was standing by the window, watching the water. He turned as I approached, and for a moment I saw him differently; through the lens of what Julie might see, of what she might awaken in him if circumstances shifted even slightly.

The thought should have made me uneasy.

Instead, it lodged itself somewhere I didn’t yet have language for, a quiet awareness that whatever I was building here might not stay contained to just the two of us; and that part of me wasn’t entirely opposed to that idea.

I smiled at him, slipping my hand into his, already cataloging the questions I wasn’t ready to ask.

Not yet.
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Nathan

Melvin didn’t ease into it.

He never did when he thought the truth mattered more than my comfort, and I’d learned long ago not to mistake that for cruelty. We were back in my office, the neutral ground where personal things were supposed to become manageable once they were reduced to facts and timelines.

“This is the full picture,” he said, setting his tablet down between us. “Not conjecture. Not gossip. Verified.”

I didn’t reach for it. “Go on.”

He took that as permission.

“She’s lived couch to couch for years,” he said. “Not drifting, exactly. Strategic. Short-term arrangements with men who could provide stability; housing, money, access. Sugar relationships, mostly. Some are longer than others. No coercion. She chose them.”

I nodded once, expression neutral, as if he were describing a market trend instead of a woman I woke up next to every morning.

“She supplemented income online,” he continued. “OnlyFans. Modest following, but consistent. High engagement. She controlled the content, set her own boundaries.”

I felt something twist low in my stomach; not discomfort, not judgment. Interest.

Melvin watched me carefully, but I gave him nothing.

“There was a period in Vegas,” he went on. “Stripping. Short stint. She left when it stopped being efficient.”

“Efficient,” I repeated.

“That’s her pattern,” he said. “She evaluates situations based on return.”

“What else?” I asked because I already knew there was more.

He hesitated just long enough to tell me this was the part he’d debated including. “She lived in Germany for a while, working at a legal brothel, outside Berlin. A few months. Everything aboveboard. Health checks, contracts, security. She wasn’t trafficked. She wasn’t desperate. She chose it.”

Each detail landed, one after another, like weights added to a scale I hadn’t realized was already tipping.

I should have felt repelled. Alarmed. Protective, maybe. I’d expected something like that; outrage on her behalf, or a sharp instinct to distance myself, to reframe her as a risk I’d misjudged.

Instead, something else spread through me, slow and undeniable.

Excitement.

Not crude, not immediate, but deep and coiling. The sheer extent of it; the breadth of her experience, the way she’d moved through men and money and sex with deliberate clarity; rewired something in my perception of her. Emmy, who moved through my house like she owed nothing to anyone. Emmy, who gave herself freely without asking for permission or apology. Emmy, who had seen more than I ever would and carried it without shame.

I said nothing.

Melvin cleared his throat. “You’re quiet.”

“I’m listening.”

“This isn’t nothing,” he said. “You asked me to dig so you could make an informed decision.”

“I am informed,” I said calmly.

“And?”

“And I don’t need your conclusion.”

He frowned. “Nathan…”

“I know what you’re worried about,” I said. “That she’s transactional. That she’ll leave when the terms stop suiting her.”

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

I met his gaze. “It bothers me that you think it should.”

He studied me for a long moment, then shook his head. “You’re not reacting the way I expected.”

“I didn’t ask you to manage my reaction,” I said.

He exhaled, frustration slipping through his professional restraint. “You don’t have to decide anything today. But you should understand what this means.”

“I do,” I said.

What I didn’t say; what I couldn’t say; was that every revelation had made her feel more real to me, not less. That instead of diminishing her, the knowledge sharpened her into focus. That the idea of her choosing me now, after all of that, stirred something dangerously close to hunger.

Melvin gathered his tablet. “I’ll step back,” he said. “Unless you want me to keep digging.”

“No,” I said. “This is enough.”

He stood, hesitating. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think she’s using you blindly.”

“I know,” I said.

“And?”

“And I appreciate the work.”

He left without another word.

I stayed where I was, hands flat on the desk, breathing evenly, letting the truth settle into place. I knew exactly what I was going to do next. I’d known it halfway through his report.

Emmy hadn’t been hiding from me.

She’d been surviving.

And somehow, that made me want her more; not as a possession, not as a problem to solve, but as someone who had chosen me freely, with her eyes open.

When I finally stood, my decision was already made.

I just hadn’t told anyone yet.

She came home later than usual, the house already dark except for the low lights along the hallway and the ocean throwing its restless reflections against the glass.

I was waiting.

Not in the way Melvin would have; arms crossed, facts lined up like weapons; but still, I knew the moment she stepped inside that she felt it. Emmy was good at reading rooms. She paused just long enough in the doorway to register the shift, then kicked off her shoes and set her bag down with deliberate care.

“Nathan,” she said, before I could open my mouth. “Before you say anything, I need you to hear me out.”

The edge in her voice stopped me cold.

“Okay,” I said.

She exhaled, running a hand through her hair, frustration and something like fear flickering across her face. “I had a rough night. And I don’t want to fight. I just; this can’t wait.”

I nodded toward the kitchen. “Sit.”

She didn’t argue, which told me how serious this was. We sat across from each other, the island between us like a line neither of us had agreed to draw but both understood.

“Julie needs a place to stay,” she said. “Temporarily.”

The words landed so far from what I’d been bracing for that I almost laughed.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “What?”

“Our apartment’s done,” she went on. “The manager’s already circling. Selena’s out, and Julie’s basically next. She doesn’t have anywhere else lined up.”

I leaned back slightly. “And you want her to move in here.”

“Yes.”

“With us.”

“Yes.”

I studied her face, looking for tells, angles, the quiet calculations she was usually better at hiding. “Why?”

“She’s my friend,” Emmy said. “And she needs help.”

“That’s not the whole answer.”

She hesitated, then shrugged. “It’s most of it.”

“And the rest?”

She met my eyes. “You tell me.”

That was a challenge if I’d ever heard one.

I considered it for a moment, then said, “Do you have a thing for her?”

Her mouth twitched. “Is that what this is about?”

“It’s a question,” I said evenly.

“No,” she said. “I don’t.”

“But?”

“But I think she might have a thing for me,” Emmy said. “Or something adjacent to it. She’s never crossed a line, but… I can feel it.”

That surprised me less than it should have. I’d seen the way Julie looked at her, the quiet attention, the gravity Emmy seemed to pull without effort.

“And that makes you want her here?” I asked.

“No,” Emmy said quickly. “That makes it complicated. I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t think I could manage it.”

I tapped my fingers lightly against the counter, letting the silence stretch. This was not how I’d imagined this conversation going. It wasn’t a defense. It wasn’t a confession. It was a request; direct, unembellished, and unguarded.

“You realize what you’re asking,” I said.

“Yes,” she replied. “I wouldn’t bring her here if I didn’t trust you.”

That gave me pause.

I thought of Melvin’s report. Of everything I now knew and everything I hadn’t said. Of the way Emmy had lived her life; fluid, adaptive, always one step ahead of instability. And I felt it then, the quiet pivot inside me, the moment where concern turned into something sharper.

Control.

Not the crude kind. Not dominance for its own sake. But structure. Terms. A choice that shifted the balance back into my hands without her realizing exactly how much it did.

Julie living here would tether Emmy in ways she wasn’t used to. It would introduce dependency, complexity, accountability. It would make leaving harder; not impossible, but costly.

I kept my face neutral.

“How long is temporary?” I asked.

“A few weeks,” Emmy said. “Until she gets her footing.”

“And if that turns into longer?”

She didn’t answer right away. “Then we talk.”

I nodded slowly. “And what does Julie think about this?”

“She doesn’t know yet,” Emmy said. “I wanted to ask you first.”

That mattered.

I stood and walked toward the window, letting the ocean fill my peripheral vision while I considered the shape of what she was offering me. She thought she was asking for help. She didn’t see that she was handing me leverage.

I turned back to her. “Okay.”

Her eyes widened. “Okay?”

“She can move in,” I said. “On a trial basis.”

Relief washed over her face so quickly she didn’t bother hiding it. She stood and crossed the space between us, wrapping her arms around me without thinking. I let it happen, aware of how easily she fit there.

“Thank you,” she said into my shoulder.

“There will be rules,” I added calmly.

She pulled back slightly. “Rules?”

“Nothing unreasonable,” I said. “But this is my house. I want clarity. Boundaries.”

She nodded immediately. “Of course.”

I watched her closely as she agreed, noting how readily she accepted the framework, how instinctively she adapted. That alone confirmed I was making the right choice.

“Get some sleep,” I said. “We’ll talk logistics tomorrow.”

She smiled, kissed me softly, and headed down the hall, already pulling her phone out to text Julie.

I stayed where I was for a moment longer, the house quiet again, the decision settling into place.

I hadn’t told her what I knew.

Not because I was afraid of her reaction; but because, for now, knowing gave me an advantage I wasn’t ready to give up.

Emmy

I felt it before he said anything.

It was in the way the house sounded different that night; too quiet, like it was waiting for something to be named. It was in the way Nathan watched me when I came into the kitchen the next morning, careful and focused, like he was measuring his words before he spent them. I’d seen that look before, on men who were about to change the terms of something they hadn’t meant to care about.

For the first time since I’d moved in, I felt nervous.

He didn’t confront me right away. He made coffee. He asked if I’d slept okay. He waited until we were sitting across from each other, sunlight coming in low and pale through the glass, before he finally said my name.

“Emmy.”

I didn’t pretend not to hear the weight in it. “Yes?”

“There are things I know now,” he said. Not accusing. Not angry. Just careful.

I felt my chest tighten, but I didn’t look away. “Okay.”

“I want to hear it from you,” he said. “If you’re willing.”

That was the moment I realized how much I had to lose.

We talked then; not all of it, not yet; but enough. I didn’t deny anything. I didn’t soften the edges or pretend there were explanations that made it easier to swallow. I answered what he asked, plainly, and when I didn’t want to go further, I said so. He listened. That alone unsettled me.

The next morning, I woke early, the ocean still gray, my thoughts too loud to ignore. When he joined me on the deck with coffee, I decided not to run from it anymore.

“You deserve the truth,” I said. “All of it. Not the cleaned-up version.”

He leaned back, attentive. “Then tell me.”

So I did.

I talked about moving from place to place, about learning early how to read what men wanted and deciding which wants I could live with. I spoke about choosing arrangements instead of waiting to be rescued, about money and sex and autonomy intersecting in ways that weren’t always comfortable but were always deliberate. I refused shame; not because I didn’t feel it, but because I’d learned it never served me.

“I wasn’t lost,” I said. “I was practical.”

He nodded. “I get that.”

“And it wasn’t always easy,” I added. “But it wasn’t what people imagine, either.”

He was quiet for a long moment, then said something that made my breath catch.

“I want to know everything.”

I stared at him. “Everything?”

“Yes,” he said. “Details.”

The word landed with unexpected heat.

I realized then what he was offering: not judgment, not absolution, but attention. Desire. A kind of curiosity that wasn’t about control so much as inclusion. He wasn’t asking me to be less of myself. He was asking me to bring all of it into the room.

Something inside me loosened.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

He smiled, slow and sure. “Very.”

I moved closer to him, letting my hand rest on his knee, feeling the steadiness there. When I began to talk again, my voice was softer, more intimate, shaped by memory and trust rather than defense.

“So, let’s do this,” I said, trying to decide how to go about it on the fly. “I’ll give you three stories, and you pick the one you want to hear about in detail.”

“Just three?” he asked, dead serious.

“For now,” I said with a teasing smile.

“Okay.”

As I spoke, he touched me with a reverence that felt new, like he was mapping something he intended to keep. We moved together easily, naturally, the way we always did, but this time there was something else threaded through it; a shared understanding, a willingness to see without flinching.

“A while back,” I began as I unbuttoned his shirt, “I was working at a bar in Santa Monica and a guy walked in that I knew from high school. I’d always wanted him but he was with someone else, so it never happened. He recognized me as soon as I walked over to his table to take his order and we both knew what was going to happen.”

“And did it?” he asked.

“Yeah, it did.”

He considered what I’d told him for a beat before he went on. “Tell me a story about Vegas,” he said with a catch in his voice. I cocked an eyebrow.

“You know about Vegas?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay,” I said as I swallowed hard. “My first time on stage, I thought I was going to throw up. I didn’t think it would be as hard as it was. But I got through it, somehow. The manager took me aside and let me know that if I wanted to make real money, I’d have to do extras in one of the VIP rooms.” I reached for Nathan’s belt buckle and undid it. He was hard as steel.

“Tell me about Germany,” he whispered.

I just stared at him. “Okay.” He watched as I pulled him free of his pants and took hold of his erection. “I was only there for a few months so I don’t have much to tell about any one john. It was more the overall experience, which was…interesting.”

“Tell me about that,” he said, practically croaking.

“The worst thing about it was the condoms. You couldn’t do anything, even blowjobs, without the johns being wrapped in latex. I got used to it, and used a lot of lube, but I never enjoyed it. Not really.”

“How many men would you see during an average shift?”

“They really didn’t have shifts like at the strip club. You just stayed until you made what you needed to make, however long it took.”

“How long did it take?”

“Most days…”

“You worked days?”

“And nights. That’s what I was going to say. If you just worked nights, you didn’t make enough to pay the house fee and earn a living, so you had to show up early just to make your cost of being there. It made for a long day.”

“How long?”

“Twelve hours, at least. Sometimes more.” I stroked his cock, which was soaked with pre-cum. “Like I said, it was a long day.”

“What did you charge?”

“Fifty Euros for fifteen minutes,” I said. “Most johns didn’t need more than that.”

“How many would you see on an average day?”

“Twenty, maybe twenty-five. The house got €500, so you didn’t break even until you saw ten johns.”

I straddled Nathan’s cock and lowered myself onto him, then wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. He came almost immediately.

Later, wrapped in quiet and salt air, I realized how close I’d come to losing him by telling the truth.

And how astonishing it was that telling it had drawn him closer instead.

For the first time, I didn’t feel like I was negotiating my place.

I felt like I was being invited to stay.
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Nathan

The loan closed without drama, which was exactly how Melvin liked it and exactly how I’d built my reputation.

No raised voices. No celebratory gestures. Just a series of confirmations, signatures, escrow acknowledgments, and the quiet, irreversible movement of money from one account to another. Ten million dollars wired out in clean tranches, collateral locked down with surgical precision. Deeds recorded. Personal guarantees notarized. Penalty clauses embedded so deeply that the producer would feel them tightening long before he ever missed a payment.

I watched the final confirmation populate on my screen and felt something loosen in my chest.

Not excitement. Not triumph.

Completion.

I told Emmy about it that afternoon, sitting with her on the deck while the sun slid toward the water and the house hummed with that late-day calm she seemed to thrive in. I didn’t simplify it for her. I didn’t soften the edges. I explained it the way I understood it, the way I’d always understood my work.

“He’ll default,” I said matter-of-factly. “Probably faster than he thinks. The interest alone is punitive, and the covenants are tight. Miss one milestone, and I can call the loan.”

“And then?” she asked.

“And then I foreclose,” I said. “I take the properties, sell them at market; or hold them if it makes more sense; and walk away with twice what I put in.”

She absorbed that quietly, gaze fixed on the horizon.

“So the faster it fails,” she said slowly, “the better it is for you.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“I’ve built a career on it,” I said. “But this one’s different.”

She turned to me. “How?”

“It’s the last one,” I said. “I’m done after this.”

She didn’t respond immediately, just studied my face like she was checking whether I meant it.

“You’ve said that before,” she said gently.

“I know,” I said. “I didn’t mean it before.”

“What changed?” she asked.

I thought about the meeting. About the hesitation. About the moment I’d delayed something I normally would have seized without blinking. “I don’t want to keep structuring my life around other people’s desperation,” I said. “I have enough. More than enough. And I want to enjoy it without constantly reinforcing who I used to be.”

She smiled faintly. “You sound lighter.”

“I feel lighter,” I said. “Which is how I know it’s real.”

That night, after dinner, I asked her to sit with me in the living room. No pretense. No distraction. Just the two of us and the sound of the ocean pressing steadily against the glass.

“I want to talk about us,” I said.

She didn’t tense, but I could see her brace internally, the way she always did when conversations threatened to shift terrain.

“I don’t want our arrangement to stay what it’s been,” I continued. “Not now that I know you better.”

Her eyes flickered. “In what way?”

“I don’t want assumptions,” I said. “I don’t want either of us operating on implied permissions or unspoken obligations. I want boundaries we agree on, not habits we fall into.”

She nodded slowly. “You’re not trying to change me.”

“No,” I said. “I’m trying to make space for something that isn’t just momentum.”

“And if I don’t fit into that?” she asked.

“Then we’ll know,” I said. “And we’ll decide what to do with that knowledge instead of pretending it doesn’t exist.”

She exhaled, the tension easing just a fraction. “That sounds… fair.”

“It’s not control,” I added. “It’s choice.”

That was when she told me about Julie; really told me. Not the abbreviated version she’d given me before, but the full picture. The lease that had become a ticking clock. The manager who counted toothbrushes and cars. Selena’s constant instability. Julie’s quiet endurance stretched thin.

“She’s going to be out in days, not weeks,” Emmy said. “She won’t say it like that, but I know her.”

I listened without interrupting.

“I want her to come here,” Emmy said. “Just until she gets her footing.”

I considered it carefully, not because I was opposed, but because I understood the magnitude of what she was asking. Another person didn’t just change logistics. It changed dynamics. Energy. Balance.

“She’d be living with us,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

Emmy met my gaze steadily. “I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t.”

“And you think she would be?”

“She’d follow rules,” Emmy said. “She’s not reckless. She just needs time.”

I nodded. “Then she can move in.”

Relief flashed across Emmy’s face before she masked it. “Really?”

“Yes,” I said. “But the same expectations apply.”

Her brows lifted. “The same as…?”

“The same as you,” I said. “Honesty. Boundaries. No pretending this is something it isn’t. I’m not running a shelter, and I’m not interested in chaos.”

She considered that, then smiled. “She’ll agree.”

“I expect she will,” I said. “And if she doesn’t, then this isn’t the right place.”

Emmy reached for my hand, her grip warm and steady. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For not making this transactional,” she said.

I smiled slightly. “Don’t mistake clarity for distance.”

Later, when the house had gone quiet and Emmy was asleep beside me, I stared at the ceiling and let everything settle.

The loan was done. The exit was in motion. The house was about to change again.

For the first time in years, I wasn’t engineering outcomes or insulating myself from risk. I was choosing complexity. Choosing people. Choosing a future that wasn’t optimized for efficiency, but for meaning.

And whatever came next; whatever complications Julie brought with her, whatever truths Emmy still carried; I knew this much with absolute certainty:

I wasn’t done building.

I’d just finally stopped building walls.

Emmy

I didn’t realize how tightly I’d been holding myself together until Nathan laid out the terms and waited for my answer.

Not demanded. Not assumed. Waited.

There was relief in that pause, quiet and almost dizzying. For the first time in longer than I could remember, I felt chosen with my eyes open; not because I was convenient, not because I made things easy, not because I slid neatly into the shape someone wanted. He wasn’t mistaking my adaptability for agreement. He was asking.

“I can do that,” I said finally.

He watched my face, careful, like he wanted to be sure I wasn’t just saying what I thought he wanted to hear.

“I mean it,” I added. “Clear boundaries. No pretending. I’m good with that.”

Something softened in him then, something unguarded. He nodded once, decisive but calm, and I felt the shift settle into place; not dramatic, not explosive, but real. Earned.

Later that night, my phone buzzed while I was sitting on the edge of the bed, pulling on a sweatshirt. Julie’s name lit up the screen.

I knew before I answered.

“The manager posted a notice,” she said, voice tight, brittle around the edges. “Not official yet, but… it’s coming. Selena’s gone for good this time. I can’t hold it together anymore.”

I closed my eyes, breathing through the familiar mix of protectiveness and dread. “Okay,” I said gently. “Listen to me.”

“I don’t want to put you in a position… ”

“You’re not,” I interrupted. “But I need to be careful about how I say this.”

She went quiet.

“I talked to Nathan,” I continued. “About everything. About you. About what’s happening.”

My heart was beating harder now. This was the moment where intention turned into consequence.

“If you want,” I said slowly, “you can stay with us. Temporarily. There are expectations. Boundaries. It wouldn’t be a free-for-all. But you’d be safe. You’d have time.”

There was a long silence on the other end of the line, then a sharp intake of breath.

“Are you serious?” she whispered.

“Yes,” I said. “But only if you’re comfortable with it. And only if you understand this isn’t charity. It’s… structure.”

She laughed weakly. “God, Emmy. I don’t even know what to say.”

“Say yes or no,” I said. “That’s all I need.”

“Yes,” she said immediately. Then, softer, “Yes, please.”

When I hung up, I sat there for a moment, letting the reality of it wash over me. Another person. Another set of needs. Another layer of complexity I hadn’t planned for and yet somehow felt ready to meet.

Nathan came into the room a few minutes later, towel slung over his shoulder, hair still damp. He took one look at me and read the answer on my face.

“She’s coming,” he said.

“Yes.”

He nodded, no surprise there, just acceptance. “We will figure it out.”

That simple we landed deeper than I expected.

Later, lying beside him with the house quiet and the ocean steady beyond the windows, I let myself feel it; not the fear, not the instinct to stay light and mobile, but the unfamiliar weight of stability that didn’t feel like a trap.

I hadn’t claimed anything.

I’d been invited.

And as I drifted toward sleep, aware of the door that had just opened and the way the dynamic was already shifting, I felt something else stir alongside the calm: anticipation, sharp and alive.

This wasn’t an ending.

It was a foundation.

And whatever came next, I could feel it gathering already; desire not diminishing, but multiplying, stretching into a future that promised to be far more complicated than anything I’d ever chosen before.

For once, I didn’t want to run from that.

I wanted to see where it led.
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