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Book 1

Neighbor’s Wife


CHAPTER 1
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I SCOOP THE LAST BIT of leftover pasta from the plastic container and leave it in the sink. Another meal by myself, another night coming with no one here but the characters I invent.

It’s eight at night, not really late, but time has its own rules when you spend most of it inside your head. The laptop waits on the desk in my study, ready for another round with Peter Chronin and his messy trip through time.

I move from the kitchen toward my desk. From outside comes the wail of the baby in Unit 6 across the courtyard, and with it thoughts of Anya Petrov’s endless complaints. Landlord work is far from ideal, but compared with teaching high school English to students indifferent to Steinbeck or Fitzgerald, it at least allows me space to write.

I settle into my chair and open the document on my laptop. Three months of work spread across three hundred pages of rough draft, and still I have no idea how to end it. Peter Chronin stares back at me from between the lines, waiting for me to decide his fate.

My main character found a time portal in his basement, tucked behind an old furnace that hadn’t worked since he was a kid. Peter then keeps going backward, trying to fix the one moment that broke his family. His parents split when he was a teenager, and he’s convinced that single event ruined his chances at love or anything lasting. He’s forty now, still single, and he thinks if he can patch that old wound, maybe the rest of his life will finally come together.

I push a hand through my hair and notice it’s too long. When did I last step outside Seaview Villas for something other than groceries or checking on tenants? These past three months have disappeared into this book, eaten up by late nights and early mornings bent over the keys. No friends, no real social life, barely even TV. Just me and Peter, stuck in his obsession to rewrite the past.

But the story won’t play nice. What started out as a straightforward tale about second chances keeps twisting out of shape. Every time I think I see the ending, Peter’s choices mess it up again. I feel less like the writer and more like the guy taking dictation, the characters pulling me where they want to go.

I stare at the blinking cursor, feeling my character’s frustration and mine stacking on top of each other. Outside, the sky shifts into Santa Monica dusk, the blue heavy and quiet. It pulls me back to Seattle winters, when my mother and I lived in that tiny apartment after we left California.

Peter’s story isn’t so far from mine. My parents split when I was twelve too. I came back to California for college, thinking I’d do something meaningful, maybe reach students with books the way I once dreamed. Instead, I got years of paperwork and classrooms full of kids who didn’t care. My father’s death finally gave me an out, though I still don’t know if I used it well.

I direct my thoughts back to the story. Peter has gone back to high school, to the night after prom, standing in front of Amber, his first love. He looks eighteen again but thinks like a forty-year-old man. In the original timeline, that night was the end. She told him she would love him forever and asked him to say it back. He couldn’t. His parents’ failure had burned him too deep, and he let her slip away. More than twenty years later, he still lives with that silence.

My fingers hang over the keys. This time he has to change it. He has to give her the words she wanted, even if it warps everything that comes after. The story isn’t built for easy endings, not for him, not for me.

I see him in my mind, stumbling out of the portal, lightheaded from the jump between middle age and youth. He’s at the edge of the football field, the spot where Amber once told him to meet her.

His body thrums with energy he’d forgotten he ever had. The night air feels alive in a way it never did when he was eighteen. He pushes his fingers through a head of thick hair and almost laughs at the feel of it. Every breath comes sharper, every nerve awake. For a moment he knows exactly what he lost through decades of classrooms and disappointments.

I sit back, trying to catch the mix of fear and hope that keeps him moving. This is it. This is the moment that counts. I don’t have a portal to step through, only these pages, only fiction to guess at what better choices might have been.

“Tonight,” I type, “he has to say the words he couldn’t say twenty-two years ago.”

And then the noises break the night.

"Ah, ah, ah... harder... yes... yes... yes!"

I stop typing and stare at the screen, listening to the noises that carry through the wall. Then I sigh. It's my tenant, John Avery, and his lady friend again. This is the third night in a row he has put on this kind of show, an endless parade of moaning and shouting that spills into my unit whether I like it or not.

I can picture him clearly in my mind. Mid-thirties, handsome, with a smile that tries to imitate Tom Cruise. Except if you look closer, his teeth are not nearly as white.

I have no problem with tenants enjoying themselves in their own units, but the problem is John is married. At least that is what he told me, and what he wrote on the application when he first rented the place nearly a year ago.

John moved to California from the East Coast for a job in the film business. Some kind of talent agent. He told me his wife would join him soon, but it never happened. She has not visited once. During the holidays he would fly back to New York instead.

I place my hands back on the keyboard, trying to recapture the moment, to return to Peter and his attempt to win back a girl he lost two decades ago. But the mood is broken. The contrast between his tender gesture and the crude soundtrack next door is too jarring. Fiction and reality collide, leaving me stranded somewhere in between, unable to fully inhabit either world.

I retrieve some earplugs from the drawer and put them on. It is none of my business, I remind myself. The man can fuck whoever he wants. I am his landlord. All that matters to me is that he pays his rent, does not break the wall, and does not go all night.

I try again to return to my novel, but the magic is gone. All I can think of is what is happening next door. They are getting really loud. The earplugs are not very effective. I type a few lines but delete them right after.

I try meditation, taking deep breaths and picturing a calm beach or a quiet forest. The moans cut through the silence anyway. There is banging now too. I suppose it is the headboard hitting the wall and I hope they do not damage the property. I curse under my breath and my eyes flicker open.

“You feel so fucking good, baby… almost… fuuuuck!”

Damn. I sigh. Lucky bastard. As much as I’m annoyed, I cannot deny that I envy John. I have caught glimpses of some of the women before, by accident. They are all beautiful, in their early to late twenties. Some look like college girls. Since John is a talent agent, it is not hard to guess that they are actresses or women aspiring to be actresses.

I stand up and head to the kitchen. I pour myself another cup of coffee. I should probably speak to him tomorrow and tell him to keep his noise down. But is it necessary? He has every right to do what he wants in his own apartment. Shit. What annoys me most is wondering what is wrong with me.

John is barely home during the day, and it isn’t so late. Sure, he interrupted my creative energy. But I’m normally used to noises and interruptions. I used to live in an apartment much noisier than Seaview Villas, but I was able to work with no problem. In my younger days, I would spend weekends writing in the Starbucks, where people talked loudly around me. So why am I bothered so much by this?

Okay. Truth is, I have not had sex for a while. The last time was…three months ago, shortly before I started my current writing project.

Maybe I should call one of my old acquaintances. I have been single all my life, and I have not had a long-term relationship in years, but I have had a few friends with benefits. Once in a while I meet women in bookstores, cafés, or bars, though I am never good at keeping in touch with them.

The last woman I saw was Sara Shaw, someone I met while walking on the beach about five months ago. An artist with the most mesmerizing blue eyes I have ever seen. We talked about the weather and somehow hit it off right away. I invited her over once, and later I went to her place. We met a few more times, until I started my current writing project and became too busy.

I scroll through my phone and find Sara’s number. My thumb hovers over the call button. It has been a while. She called me a few times when I was brainstorming the novel, but I did not pick up. I texted her back to say I was busy, and eventually she stopped calling. That was almost three months ago. She might be mad, or she might have met someone else. I set the phone down, then pick it up again when the party next door begins their second round.

The phone rings three times before I hear her voice.

“Hey, it’s Sara. I’m probably in the studio with paint on my hands. Leave me a message and I’ll call back when I clean up.”

Her voice washes over me, light and confident, with that touch of playfulness I used to find irresistible. It has been months, but hearing it now makes me throb. I had forgotten the way she sounds, elegant, a little quirky, like she is smiling through the words. In an instant I know how much I miss her. I know how stupid I was to let her slip away.

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. What could I even say? Hi Sara, it’s me, Walter. Can I come over because my tenant is having sex and it’s making me horny? Pathetic. Selfish. I hang up instead.


CHAPTER 2
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It’s about eight in the morning and I’m still in bed. Not that I’m being lazy. I didn’t get to sleep until two, pushing myself to finish the draft. So I figure I’ve earned the extra hours.

I lie there with both hands behind my head, staring at the ceiling and running through the day’s list. Paul’s coming by, the contractor I’ve used plenty of times before. He’ll take a look at Unit Three. The place is cleaned out and ready for work, so all I need is his estimate. Hopefully it won’t be too steep.

And that’s it. That’s the whole list. Nothing else hanging over me, nothing I can’t deal with. The rough draft is finally done, and I promised myself a few days to breathe before starting the rewrite.

I glance toward the window. The blinds are pulled, but the light still pushes through, filling the room. Another bright California morning. Maybe I should walk down to the beach before the sun gets too strong. Better yet, take a book and sit there for a while.

My eyes drift to the bookcase. The middle shelf is filled with classics I have read and promised myself to reread. Some of them have been with me for years, traveling from the college dorm to one apartment after another.

I scan the spines. Far from the Madding Crowd, Hardy’s masterpiece with its poetic prose. The Rainbow, which my English professor once jokingly called a “steamy classic.” And Tom Jones, that lucky devil and his romantic misadventures. I read it over twenty years ago for an eighteenth-century British Literature class, but I did not read carefully and relied far too much on SparkNotes.

Tom Jones it is.

I get out of bed, pull on my bathrobe, and head downstairs to make coffee. Fifteen minutes later, I am in the kitchen with a fresh cup, a plate of toast and eggs, and Fielding’s hefty novel. The antiquated language used to slow me down, but today it feels easier, and I even appreciate his sly humor.

Before I know it, the coffee is gone, the plate is empty, and I am halfway through Chapter Ten of Book One. I am so absorbed in the book that I do not realize how much time has passed. I gaze out of the window, remembering my earlier plan of taking a walk at the beach. The sun is already too high up, and I don’t want to put the book down. The walk can wait.

The intercom buzzes just as I'm getting to the good part in Tom Jones where he climbs the tree trying to save Sophia’s bird, but ends up falling into the canal instead.

I dog-ear the page and set the worn paperback on my coffee table. Through the window, I can see Paul’s truck pulling up to the gate of the parking lot. The clock on my wall reads ten to eleven. Paul is early for our appointment, as usual.

I press the intercom button. "I'll be right out, Paul."

I make my way to the front door, pausing to press the gate release. The mechanism groans, another thing that probably needs fixing. I watch as the gate swings open, admitting Paul's truck into the parking area.

Outside, the air is thick with salt and jasmine. The Santa Monica morning has burned off its marine layer, revealing a sky so blue it hurts to look at. I cross the courtyard as Paul climbs out of his truck, a tape measure already in his hand.

He's a big man, barrel-chested, with forearms like small tree trunks. His jeans bear the battle scars of countless renovations: paint splatters in every color, small tears at the knees, and worn white at the stress points.

"Morning, Walter," he says, offering his calloused hand. His grip is firm and reliable like the man himself.

"Paul. Thanks for coming." I nod toward Unit 3. "Shall we?"

We walk down the brick path that cuts through the center of the property. Seaview Villas isn't actually a complex of villas, and you can only see the ocean if you stand on the roof, and even then, it's just a sliver of blue between two taller buildings. My father said the previous owner told him the view was great when the place was built.

“How’ve you been keeping?” Paul asks, squinting at the flower beds as we pass. His voice has the same easy familiarity it used to carry when he’d talk to my father.

“Fine. Busy with my writing.” Not entirely a lie because I finished a draft last night.

“That sci-fi thing you were working on?”

“Oh, I finished that one. This one’s time travel,” I answer.

Paul shrugs. “They don’t sound different to me.”

I laugh, letting it go. “Exactly.”

Paul worked for my dad for nearly two decades before I inherited the property. By the time Dad bought Seaview Villas, they were already fifty years old, worn around the edges, but he made them shine as if they were new. My father tended the place like a living being that responded to care. 

I try to maintain his standards, but there's always something slipping through the cracks. I lack his passion for property management, or perhaps his attention to detail.

We pass between the two front duplexes, Spanish-style buildings from the 1950s with white stucco walls and terracotta roof tiles. The front of the property features an arched entryway with a wrought iron gate, lending the place a certain old-world charm that most modern apartments can't replicate.

Between the buildings, a small garden flourishes, bougainvillea climbing up trellises, a stone patio with a wrought-iron table and chairs where tenants occasionally sit in the evenings. It's quaint, almost romantic in the right light.

The third duplex sits at the back of the property, facing the entrance. It houses Units 3 and 4, and it's to Unit 3 that we're headed now. I fish the key from my pocket and unlock the door, pushing it open to reveal the empty apartment beyond.

The space greets us with that particular emptiness of recently vacated homes, an absence that feels pointed somehow. Dust motes drift in the sunlight streaming through the arched windows. The previous tenants left it clean, but there's no hiding the wear of decades.

"Not bad," Paul says, running his hand along the wall. "Structurally sound as ever."

The place has good bones, arched doorways connecting the living room to the dining area, hardwood floors that have dulled with age but remain intact, plaster walls with crown molding that speaks to an era when even modest apartments were built with aesthetic consideration.

But the kitchen is a time capsule from the 1980s, with tile countertops and dated appliances. The bathroom fixtures have seen better days.

Paul kneels, examining the floor near the doorway. "Could use a good sanding and polish," he says, tapping the hardwood. "Get some life back in these floors."

I nod, mentally calculating costs. "What else?"

He moves into the kitchen, opening cabinets, testing the tap. "Kitchen's overdue for an update. Could replace these counters, update the sink and fixtures." He turns on the faucet, watches the water run. "Plumbing's functional but old. Might be worth replacing some pipes while we're at it."

The list grows as he moves through the apartment, light fixtures, window seals, bathroom tile. Each item adds to the imaginary invoice forming in my head. I have money set aside for renovations, but it's never enough, is it?

"Okay," I say finally. "Let's do it. Start with the floors and the kitchen. If there's money left, we'll tackle the bathroom next."

Paul nods, making notes on a small pad he's pulled from his back pocket. His handwriting is cramped but precise.

"Your dad would be happy to see you keeping the place up," he says, not looking at me as he writes. It's the closest thing to sentimentality I've ever heard from him.

I'm not sure how to respond to that. My father's standards loom over every decision I make with this property. Would he approve of my half-hearted landlordship? Or would he see it as just another area where I've settled for less than I could be?

"He'd probably tell me I'm overpaying you," I say instead, forcing a smile.

Paul laughs, a short bark of sound. "Damn right he would. Man could squeeze a nickel till the buffalo screamed."

We're moving toward the bedroom to check the closet doors when the front door creaks open behind us. I turn and curse inwardly at the intrusion.

Anya Petrov from Unit 5 stands in the doorway, her slim figure outlined by the morning light. She takes one step into Unit 3, then another, as if the space already belongs to her. I force my face into what I hope passes for a welcoming smile, though my stomach tightens with the familiar mix of attraction and annoyance she always evokes in me.

"Anya," I say, walking toward her. "What can I do for you?"

She stands there in black slacks and a linen blouse that hangs just so from her shoulders. Her dark blonde waves fall loose around her face. She has an easy glamour that makes her casual clothes look deliberate and expensive. No makeup that I can detect, but her skin has a glow that seems to come from within. My heart quickens despite my determination to remain professional.

"I need a quiet neighbor," she says, her gray eyes sharp and cool when they settle on me. "That's what you can do for me, Walter."

I sigh, feeling the old frustration bubble up. For months now, Anya has been complaining about the baby next door to her unit. Every crying jag becomes an assault on her peace, every middle-of-the-night wail a personal affront. I've talked to the parents, given Anya noise-canceling headphones, even looked into soundproofing options. Nothing satisfies her.

"We've been through this," I say, trying to keep my voice even. "There's no law against a baby crying, and they're not crying nonstop at all hours. I've been over there. I've monitored the situation."

She rolls her eyes dramatically, the gesture both childish and somehow elegant coming from her. "You checked at convenient times when the baby was asleep. Of course."

I can feel Paul watching this exchange with interest, and I wish he'd disappear. Having an audience makes this harder.

"I've done everything reasonable," I say. "What more do you expect?"

"Nothing, apparently." Anya's voice cools further. "Which leaves me no choice but to give the place a terrible review online. Potential tenants should know what they're getting into."

The threat stings more than it should. "That's hardly fair," I counter. "I've accommodated your other requests, the new blinds, the repainted bathroom, the special deadbolt. I've been more than flexible. And may I remind you that you've been late with rent more than once?"

Anya's expression shifts, calculation replacing indignation. "You're right," she says, tipping her head to one side. "I guess I should just move out."

My mouth falls open. I saw this coming. She's been building to this for weeks, but I still feel a pang of regret. Anya has been here for two years. Despite the headaches she causes, there's something about her presence that enlivens the place.

"I'm sorry it's come to this," I say, meaning it more than I'd like to admit. "I know the situation isn't ideal."

Anya stares at me with those penetrating gray eyes, her face softening unexpectedly. "Don't tell me you'll miss me, Walter. I've been a pain in the ass for you."

The vulgarity catches me off-guard, coming as it does from that elegant mouth. There's something disarming about the contrast, like finding a coffee stain on a silk shirt, it makes her more real somehow.

"Not at all, Anya," I say, then correct myself. "Yes. I will indeed miss you."

A smile appears at the corners of her lips, transforming her face. "Then, I've got a better idea," she says, stepping further into the apartment and looking around with new interest. "What about I move into Unit 3 when it's ready?"

I blink, considering. It's not a bad solution. Unit 3 is on the opposite corner from the young family in Unit 6, with the courtyard lying between them.

"Why not?" I shrug, trying not to look too relieved. "But are you sure? You might still hear the baby through the open windows."

"It should be okay," she says, running her hand along the kitchen counter. "Alan and Edwin say they can't hear a thing over here."

Of course they've discussed it. Anya and the couple in Unit 4 have become friends, often sharing bottles of wine on the patio on summer evenings. I've watched them from my window sometimes, and I’ve heard their laughter. The sound drifts up to me as I sit alone with my laptop.

"Okay, then," I say. "The unit will be yours as soon as it's ready."

"How long?" Anya asks.

I direct this question to Paul, who's been silent throughout our exchange.

"Couple weeks," he says. "Maybe less, depending on materials."

"Perfect." Anya begins moving through the apartment with purpose now, inspecting every corner. "While we're at it, this kitchen needs a new countertop. Something in quartz, I think. And new appliances. The stove looks like it's from the Reagan administration."

I open my mouth to object. I'd only planned on basic updates, but she continues before I can speak. I glance at Paul. He can barely hide his amusement, though he’s kind enough not to say a word.

"And built-in shelves for books," she adds, gesturing to the alcove beside the fireplace. "It would add value to your property anyway. Win-win."

I hesitate, mentally recalculating costs. Everything she's suggesting will add thousands to the renovation budget. But there's something in the way she looks at me, expectant, already assuming my agreement, that makes it hard to refuse.

"I was thinking something more modest," I begin, but my voice lacks conviction.

"Walter." She steps closer, and I catch a hint of her perfume, something with jasmine, maybe sandalwood. "You know I'll take good care of the place. And I've put up with a lot in Unit 5. Consider it compensation for my suffering."

Put that way, it's hard to argue. I do feel guilty about the noise situation, even though it's not my fault. And the improvements would indeed add value.

"Fine," I concede. "But that's it. No more add-ons."

She smiles victoriously. "One more thing," she says, raising a finger. "I keep my current rate for rent. It's only fair."

The rational part of my brain screams in protest. Unit 3 is larger than Unit 5, with better light and a separate dining area. I could easily charge $200 more per month. But Anya's gray eyes hold mine, and I feel my resolve crumbling.

"Agreed," I say, the word slipping out before I can stop it.

Her smile widens, transforming from victory to genuine pleasure. It lights up her face in a way that makes my surrender feel almost worth it.

"Wonderful," she says. "I'll start packing. Let me know when it's ready."

She sweeps out of the apartment with the same confidence with which she entered, leaving behind a silence that feels somehow emptier than before.


CHAPTER 3
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Not until we hear the door of Anya’s unit shut, Paul shakes his head and gives me a look that reminds me eerily of my father. "I can't believe you agreed to all that," he says, measuring tape dangling forgotten from his fingers. "Your father would never have let a tenant dictate terms like that."

The criticism stings, partly because it's true. My father ran this property with benevolent but unquestionable authority. He was kind to his tenants but never a pushover. I've inherited his property but not his backbone, it seems.

"I feel bad about the baby situation," I say, the excuse sounding weak even to my own ears. "She's had to put up with a lot of noise. It's not unreasonable to want some compensation."

"Quartz countertops aren't compensation, they're a luxury," Paul counters, tucking the measuring tape back into his pocket. "And keeping her rent the same? That's money out of your pocket every month."

I shrug, not wanting to examine my motivations too closely in front of Paul. "It's simpler this way. Keeps a good tenant happy."

Paul grunts, unconvinced. "Your dad seldom rented to married couples, you know. Precisely to avoid these kinds of issues. And since the apartments are mostly one-bedroom, it wasn't difficult to avoid them."

"The couple in Unit 6 isn't married," I say, defensive now. "And I didn't know she was pregnant when they moved in."

Though I should have guessed, perhaps. The signs were there: her glowing complexion, the way the man hovered protectively. But I'd been distracted that day, focused on finishing a difficult chapter, and I'd rushed through the interview.

Now they're my most costly tenants, with frequent plumbing issues caused by flushing baby wipes or small toys down the toilet. And now I'm having to provide Anya with what amounts to a significant upgrade because of them.

"Well," Paul says finally, "it's your property. I'll get you an estimate for all this extra work by tomorrow."

I walk him back to his truck, my mind already drifting to Anya, to the way her eyes shimmered when she smiled at me. We say our goodbyes, and I head back to my unit, suddenly aware of the hollow feeling in my stomach. It's well past lunchtime.

In my kitchen, I assemble a sandwich. Turkey, Swiss, the last of the avocado that's just on the edge of being too ripe. As I spread mustard on sourdough, I replay Paul's comments in my head. I regret yielding to Anya's demands, if only for a second. The truth is more complicated than what I told Paul.

I have a soft spot for Anya. Part of it, I tell myself, is professional admiration. I've always been drawn to Russian literature, its moral complexities and profound insights into human nature. But that's an intellectual rationalization for something more basic.

I might as well admit it: I've had a crush on Anya Petrov from the moment we met. Two years later, I still remember every detail of that first encounter, preserved with the clarity of a pressed flower between book pages.

She arrived with a single suitcase, having just gotten off the plane from Sacramento. It was late August, the air heavy with heat. I opened the gate for her and offered to help with her luggage, but she politely declined. "I can manage," she said, her voice carrying just the faintest trace of an accent that I couldn't quite place then.

She fell in love with Seaview Villas immediately, her gray eyes widening as she walked through the gate and took in the courtyard with its climbing bougainvillea and terracotta pots of succulents. “It’s like a secret garden,” she said, turning to me with a rare, unguarded smile.

She was equally delighted by the arched doorways inside Unit 5, but her expression changed as she looked out the windows. “Although I expected a view of the ocean. With a name like Seaview Villas…”

Her mix of delight and mild disappointment flattered me more than it should have, and I offered her a discount on the security deposit, the first of many concessions I would make for her. Later, when we signed the lease papers in my kitchen, I learned she was here to teach Russian literature at West LA University for the fall semester.

"Just visiting, then?" I asked, trying to sound casual.

"For now," she said. "But I'm hoping to extend." The way she said it, calm, assured, made me feel as if I had wasted my life. Here was a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and how to get it. Meanwhile, I had abandoned teaching to manage a property I inherited and work on novels no one would ever read.

Anya started as a visiting professor and eventually secured a three-year contract. I watched her career progress from a distance, overhearing snippets of her professional life during chance encounters in the courtyard or when I came to fix something in her unit.

I was attracted to her from the beginning, but I buried my feelings. She was younger than me, more successful, and too sure of herself to bother with a man who had given up on teaching and was trying to write books that would probably never see publication. So I maintained a professional distance, playing the role of the efficient but detached landlord.

In the past two years, our relationship has never evolved beyond landlord and tenant. We exchange pleasantries when we run into each other. I fix things in her apartment when they break. She pays her rent, usually on time, and I provide the services outlined in her lease. It's a textbook example of a functional, impersonal business relationship.

When she first moved in, Anya used to sit at the patio table in the courtyard, sipping coffee and working her way through stacks of books. Sometimes she'd be there with her laptop, typing intently, pausing occasionally to consult one of the texts surrounding her.

Once, I overheard her talking with Alan from Unit 4 about what she was writing, something about women's voices in Chekhov's short stories. I lingered longer than necessary while watering the plants, straining to hear her passionate explanation of how Chekhov subverted expectations about female characters in "The Darling" and "The Lady with the Dog."

These days I rarely see her outside. Perhaps the garden no longer holds the same enchantment for her, or perhaps the demands of her work keep her too busy to spend long afternoons reading in the courtyard.

When we do cross paths, our conversations tend to be brief and purely practical, most often when she asks me to take care of a repair or when she voices a complaint about the noise coming from Unit 6.

All of that changed today, when she swept into Unit 3 and overturned my plans with the casual authority of someone rearranging a room to suit herself.

I finish my sandwich and realize I've been standing at the kitchen counter the entire time, lost in thoughts of Anya. The mustard has dried around the edges of the knife I left on the cutting board. I rinse it off and put my plate in the dishwasher, trying to push Anya from my mind.

After lunch, instead of returning to leisure reading, I turn to the usual landlord chores. There’s nothing glamorous about this part of property management, just the steady accumulation of small tasks that keep Seaview Villas functioning.

I check the rent ledger to make sure last month's payments are all cleared. I flip through maintenance notes I've jotted down over the week: light bulbs needed in the courtyard fixtures, a leaky faucet in Unit 6 that I should look at soon.

The trash bins out back need rolling to the curb for pickup tomorrow, and the landscaper left a message asking if I want the bougainvillea trimmed back where it's climbing over the arch.

I tell him yes, but only a little because the purple flowers spilling over the entrance are part of the property's charm. My father would approve of that decision, at least.

By the time I finish with the administrative details of landlordship, it's nearly five. The afternoon light has softened, wrapping the living room in a cozy glow. I decide to read a bit before cooking dinner, picking up Tom Jones again. I settle into my armchair, find my place, and dive back into the eighteenth century.

I've reached the churchyard battle scene, where Molly Seagrim is attacked by the mob of villagers who are jealous of her fine gown and despise her loose behavior. The scene has stuck with me since my first reading years ago.

It's comic and vivid, a masterpiece of chaos rendered in precise prose. I can easily picture Molly, shameless and defiant, standing in her Sunday best with graveyard bones in her hands, defending herself against the village women's assault.

I remember my English professor commenting that this was the scene modern critics point to as Fielding's touch of "macabre comedy." Professor Harding, with his tweed jackets and perpetually uncombed hair, would pace the classroom as he dissected the scene. "Note how Fielding uses violence for comedy," he'd say, "while simultaneously exposing the hypocrisy of the village women. They claim moral superiority while engaging in base mob behavior."

That same professor also insisted Fielding meant the scene as a contrast between Molly's vulgarity and Sophia's refinement, the classic Madonna-whore dichotomy that pervaded so much literature. Yet I couldn't help admiring Molly's fierce, unrepentant spirit then, just as I do now. There's something refreshing about a character who makes no apologies for who she is or what she wants.

I've just reached the part where Tom Jones rides into the scene on horseback to save "his Molly," Mr. Fielding slyly likening his hero to Don Quixote, when the doorbell rings, jolting me out of the romantic moment. I sigh before closing the book and going to the door. It must be a tenant who's forgotten their key.

I open the door a crack and instantly forget how to speak. The woman who stands there is in her early thirties, tall and willowy, her shoulder-length chestnut hair half-up in a style that looks both casual and deliberate.

She wears a light knit dress the color of sand, simple yet elegant, with a soft drape that flatters her figure. Strappy sandals reveal her neatly painted toes, and a small crossbody bag hangs at her side. Her soft olive eyes meet mine, and I feel an inexplicable lurch in my chest.

I've never seen this woman before. I want to ask how she got through the gate, but I swallow back the question since she might be a friend of a tenant.

"Can I help you?" I ask instead, my voice coming out stiffer than I intended.

She smiles, a warm, genuine expression reaching her eyes. "Are you Mr. Walter Haines? John's landlord?"

Damn. She must be one of John's lady friends. Women who would do anything to get into the film business. My mood changes instantly, ice forming where curiosity had been.

"Yes," I say coldly. "John lives in Unit 2." I point to the door next to mine, hoping she'll take the hint.

"I know," she says, "but John isn't home, and I was wondering if you could open the door for me?"

I stare at her, incredulous. Where the hell does she think she is? I have the urge to remind her that this isn't a pleasure motel, but of course, I hold back.

"I'm sorry, but I can't do that," I say firmly. "You'll have to come back when he's home, or wait for him if you'd prefer."

I'm about to close the door when she places a hand on it, stopping me. "I'm Charlotte," she says. "John's wife. I thought that might make a difference."

I hesitate, studying her face more carefully. I try to recall John's wife's name from his rental application, but it escapes me. The only thing I recall is John explaining that his wife was still in New York but might join him later.

"I apologize," I say, not entirely convinced, "but I can't just take your word for it. Perhaps you could call him? If he confirms who you are, I'd be happy to help."

Charlotte hesitates, her smile dimming slightly. "I can't," she says. "It's supposed to be a surprise visit. We're celebrating our five-year anniversary tomorrow, and John doesn't know I'm coming."

The sweet gesture warms me despite my skepticism. I now notice a small suitcase behind her, its handle extended. She has the exhausted look of someone who's just endured a cross-country flight.

I consider yielding to her request for a second. It would be the kind thing to do, especially if she's telling the truth. But I can't. John isn't listed as having a co-tenant on his lease, and I can't just let strangers into my tenants' apartments, no matter how convincing their stories are.

"I'm sorry," I explain. "I legally can't let you into his apartment without his permission. It's a liability issue."

Disappointment flashes across her face, quickly replaced by resignation. She glances at her watch, then out at the darkening courtyard.

"I understand," she says. "I should have called ahead. Do you know when he might be back?"

I shake my head. "He keeps irregular hours. Sometimes he doesn't come home until very late."

Seeing her disappointment, I make a spontaneous offer. "You're welcome to wait in my apartment if you'd like. John should be home eventually."

I regret the words instantly after they fly out of my mouth. I could have told her to wait in one of the patio chairs in the courtyard. But something about her, her evident fatigue, or perhaps the genuine affection in her voice when she mentioned their anniversary, made me extend the invitation.

Charlotte's face brightens. "That's very kind of you. Are you sure you don't mind?"

It's too late to retract the offer without seeming rude. "Not at all," I lie, stepping back to let her in.


CHAPTER 4
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Charlotte steps into my living room with a kind of quiet grace that makes me suddenly aware of the dust on my shelves and the general mess I’ve stopped noticing. The apartment feels smaller with her in it, more exposed, as if she can see past the furniture and into the shape of my life.

“Make yourself comfortable,” I say, gesturing toward the couch.

She smiles and sinks into the cushions, setting her suitcase neatly beside her.

“Would you like something to drink?” I ask. The words sound too formal, the same tone I used with parents during school conferences.

“I’m fine, thank you.” She taps the side pocket of her suitcase. “I’ve got half a bottle of water here.”

I nod and glance at the clock on the wall — a simple black-rimmed thing, steady and unremarkable. Six-thirty. Dinner time. An excuse to move.

“I was just about to make something,” I say, already stepping toward the kitchen. “Feel free to use the bathroom if you need it.”

In the kitchen, I fill a pot with water and turn the burner on high. The blue flame flickers to life, and I watch it lick the bottom of the pot while my thoughts swirl like the first bubbles in the water.

What am I doing? I’ve let a stranger into my apartment. John’s wife, yes — but still a stranger. I can’t even remember the last time I had company.

I reach into the cupboard for a box of linguine, break it in half, and drop it into the boiling water. The strands bend and twist, softening like my resolve.

My thoughts shift to John — where he might be, who he’s with. I picture the women he brings home, the laughter, the sounds through the wall. And now his wife sits in my living room, waiting, unaware of what she’s about to find. She’s come all this way to surprise a man who doesn’t deserve her.

I stir the pasta with more force than necessary, then catch myself. Why am I so invested? I don't know this woman. We've exchanged perhaps twenty sentences, total. Her marital problems aren't mine.

But I can't help the nagging dread. What if John comes home with one of his "clients"? What would I do then? Stand by and watch Charlotte's heart break in real time? Or worse, pretend I didn't know, making me complicit in John's deception?

The pasta is ready. I drain it, add sauce from a jar, nothing fancy, just enough to make it palatable, and divide it onto a plate. I should offer her some. It's the polite thing to do.

"I made pasta," I announce, standing in the doorway between kitchen and living room. "Would you like some?"

Charlotte looks up from her phone. "Oh, no thank you. I'm fine."

"Are you sure? It's no trouble."

"Really, I'm okay. I'm thinking John and I might grab dinner once he's home." Her smile is hopeful.

I nod, careful not to show my pity. I retreat to the kitchen, eating at the small table tucked against the wall. The food tastes like nothing. I'm acutely aware of the woman in my living room, the muffled sounds of her shifting on the couch, the occasional tap of her fingernails against her phone screen. The wall between us might as well be paper.

At seven thirty, I rinse my plate and slide it into the dishwasher. John still isn’t home. I stay in the kitchen, wiping counters that are already clean, rearranging spice jars that don’t need rearranging. Anything to keep from thinking about the woman waiting in my living room. I consider escaping to my bedroom, but the idea feels cowardly, leaving her alone in a place that isn’t hers.

With a sigh, I go back. Charlotte looks up as I enter, and for a brief moment our eyes meet. Something flickers there, curiosity, maybe relief, and it catches me off guard.

“Can I get you something to drink now?” I ask, nodding toward the empty bottle on the table.

“Actually, yes. Water would be nice, thank you.”

I fill a glass and bring it to her. Our fingers don’t quite touch, but the space between them feels smaller than it should. Her perfume lingers faintly, something clean with a hint of citrus. She thanks me, and her voice is soft, the kind that stays in the air a moment longer than it should.

“Does John usually come home this late?” she asks, taking a sip.

“I’m not entirely sure,” I say, pretending not to know his habits better than anyone. The parking lot lies just beyond my window, and I see his car come and go almost daily. “Usually around seven.”

“That’s what he told me.” She runs a finger along the rim of her glass, eyes lowered. “Maybe he’s meeting clients for dinner.”

The word clients makes my stomach turn. I study her face, wondering if she knows. There’s no bitterness in her tone, only hope. That makes it worse.

“I’m sorry for bothering you like this,” she says after a pause.

“Don’t worry about it.” The words sound steadier than I feel. “It’s nice having company for a change.”

She smiles, and something inside me stirs. I should open John’s door, hand her the key, and be done with this strange evening. But instead, I sit down across from her.

Why am I doing this? I’m not social. I don’t seek company. I could be reading, writing, walking the beach. But here I am, drawn to this quiet, composed woman waiting for a man who doesn’t deserve her.

“So,” I say, reaching for the first thing that comes to mind, “which part of New York are you and John from?”

“Brooklyn,” she says, her face lighting up. “We’ve been there since college.”

“Is this your first time visiting LA?”

“No, I’ve been here before,” she says, her gaze flicking briefly toward the window. “A few times, actually.”

“You don’t like it here?” I ask.

She tilts her head, a small smile forming. “Why would you think that?”

“You’ve never visited John before.” I realize too late how it sounds. “I just meant, I’ve never seen you around.”

Charlotte laughs softly, and the sound fills the room. “Oh, John doesn’t really like it here. He prefers coming home during the holidays.”

I bite back a response. John once told me how much he loved the California weather.

“How long are you planning to stay?” I ask.

“I’m not sure yet. A week, maybe two. I want to use up my sick leave before I quit my job.” She says it casually, but her eyes don’t match the tone.

“You’re quitting?” I ask. “Are you moving to LA?”

“Yes.” Her smile warms the air between us. “I’m here for job interviews. John doesn’t know yet. It’s another surprise.”

I hesitate, unsure what to say. The thought of her building a new life here feels both inevitable and dangerous. “John will be thrilled,” I lie, though the words taste wrong.

“I hope so,” she says quietly. “He keeps telling me to wait. His contract still has two years left. And I’ve been at my job nearly ten. He says it might not be worth the risk.”

I nod as if I agree, though we both know he’s keeping her at a distance.

“What kind of work do you do?” I ask, realizing I’m not just making small talk anymore.

“I’m with a small publishing house,” she says, sitting a little taller. “Started as an editorial assistant, worked my way up to publicity manager.”

Her energy changes. She loosens up, talks with her hands, her face lit up when she smiles. I notice her mouth, the way her laugh hits low in her throat. She’s beautiful, and it throws me off. For the first time tonight, John’s the last thing on my mind.

“I’ve heard of Meridian Press,” I say when she names it. I had considered it for my last book, but they were not accepting unsolicited manuscripts at the time, and I didn’t have an agent. “They publish good books.”

“Thank you.” She glances toward my shelves. “You’ve got so many books, and so many are classics.”

I hesitate, debating whether to tell her I’m a writer. I settle on the safer truth. “I taught English for fifteen years. High school. I still read a lot.”

“Really? I taught high school too, right after college.” Her smile widens. “Theater arts. It was exhausting but rewarding.”

“Theater arts?” I picture her in front of a classroom, guiding students through plays, her expressions vivid, her voice carrying warmth. It fits her perfectly.

“I was a theater major,” she says. “That’s how John and I met. He was in the same program at NYU.”

“John studied theater?” The words escape before I can hide my disbelief.

She laughs, and this time it feels shared, familiar. “Hard to imagine, isn’t it? We both tried acting after graduation. Off-off-Broadway, student films, a commercial for a furniture store.”

“What happened?” I ask, leaning forward without meaning to.

“Reality,” she says with a small shrug. “I gave up first. Took the job at Meridian as an assistant and fell in love with the work. John stuck with acting a little longer, then switched sides of the business when a friend started a talent agency.”

I’m about to ask more when she glances at her watch. It’s eight o’clock.

“I’m sorry for taking up your evening,” she says. “You really don’t have to sit with me.”

“It’s fine,” I tell her. But when she smiles again, I know I’m lying. I’m not sure I want the evening to end.

I'm halfway to standing when headlights flash and I hear the sound of the parking lot gate. My heart quickens as I move to the window, peering through the gap in the curtains. John's silver BMW pulls into the lot, its headlights sweeping across the building before going dark.

"Is that John?" Charlotte asks, unable to see from her seat.

"Yes," I say, watching the car door open. "It's his car."

I hold my breath, waiting to see if anyone else emerges from the passenger side. The relief that floods me when I see John is alone is immediate and unexpected. I've never cared about John's personal life before, but suddenly it matters intensely that he hasn't brought home another woman tonight.

Charlotte is already on her feet, gathering her suitcase handle. "Thank you so much for letting me wait here," she says, her smile wide and genuine. "I really appreciate it."

I open the front door for her just as John comes through the gate. He stops abruptly when he sees her, frozen mid-step like an actor who's forgotten his blocking. His expression isn't joy or surprise, but it's alarm and is quickly masked.

"What are you doing here, Char?" he asks, his voice flat.

"I'm here to surprise you, Honey! It's our anniversary!" Her voice is bright with excitement that John doesn't return.

" Oh… wow." His smile appears now, forced at the edges, not reaching his eyes. "I wish you could've called."

They're standing close now, and John pulls her to him in a brief hug. They kiss, a perfunctory peck that seems more like a greeting between distant relatives than married lovers reunited. I stand awkwardly in my doorway, an unwilling witness to their stilted reunion.

John's eyes find mine over Charlotte's shoulder, and I see something there, knowledge, discomfort, perhaps a silent plea. He knows that I know, and he knows what I've seen.

"Walter let me wait in his apartment," Charlotte explains, still beaming. "Wasn't that nice of him?"

John's expression tightens. "You could've just let her into my unit," he says, looking at me.

"That would violate our tenant-landlord contract," I reply, my voice cool and professional. “Your wife isn’t listed as a co-tenant.”

"Thank you," John says without meaning it, the words hollow.

"You're welcome," I respond just as emptily.

I close my door as they head toward John's apartment. The soft click of the latch brings a sense of relief. In the sudden silence, I exhale slowly, my shoulders dropping from their tense position near my ears. Why did I get involved in John’s business? Foolish old man.

In the kitchen, I take Charlotte's glass to the sink, rinsing it thoroughly before placing it in the dishwasher. Through the wall, I can hear their muffled voices. Charlotte’s is animated, high-pitched; John's lower, controlled. I can't make out words, just the cadence of their conversation.

My mind replays the encounter, focusing on Charlotte’s enthusiasm and John’s lack of it. I wonder whether John remembers their anniversary. I wonder whether they’ll go out to have dinner. Charlotte must be hungry.

I dry my hands on a dish towel, hanging it precisely on its hook. I have mixed feelings about the evening's events. Earlier, I dreaded any potential drama, and was thankful John returned home alone instead of with company. Charlotte would have been devastated. But now, I feel uneasy about my role in whatever is unfolding next door. It seems unfair to keep her in the dark. John's uncomfortable expression when he saw her told me everything I needed to know, Charlotte has no idea what kind of man she's married to.

Still, it's not my place to intervene. I've done my duty as a reluctant host, as a neutral landlord. I hope I won't run into Charlotte again during her stay. It would be too awkward, knowing what I know, suspecting what I suspect.

I turn off the kitchen light and retreat to my bedroom, but even with the door closed, I can still hear the rise and fall of their voices through the wall. I pick up my book, trying to lose myself in Tom Jones’s adventures, but the words swim before my eyes, replaced by the image of Charlotte's hopeful face and John's panicked one.

Charlotte. I like the name.


CHAPTER 5
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The beach is nearly empty this morning, just the way I like it. I've found my spot. It’s far enough from the lifeguard tower that I won't be bothered by the whistles and announcements, and close enough to the water that I can hear the rhythm of the waves.

My beach chair sinks slightly into the sand as I settle in with my copy of Tom Jones. The weekday quiet is a luxury that makes being a landlord worthwhile, giving me free time while everyone else is trapped in their offices.

I flip to where I left off yesterday, the part where Lady Bellaston, that wealthy widow with appetites that would make a courtesan blush, is seducing young Tom. Fielding writes it with such cheeky restraint that you can practically hear him clearing his throat between sentences. Tom, our hero, finds himself in her London townhouse, supposedly to discuss important matters.

But Lady Bellaston has other ideas. She appears in a state of undress that is perfectly scandalous for the 1700s, and Tom, never one to refuse a lady anything, succumbs to her charms. She then starts giving him money and gifts, turning him into something like her personal plaything. It's ridiculous and humiliating and somehow still funny.

Lucky bastard, I think, turning the page. I know the book is meant to be satire, a mockery of the romantic novels of its time, but I can't help reading it as a hero's journey. Poor Tom, first an infant abandoned by his mother, then cast out of his adopted father's house because of false accusations, has to make his way in the world. And thanks to the ladies around him, some are kinder than others, everything turns out all right for him in the end.

I close the book and stare at the sea. What's wrong with me? Am I actually wishing I were Tom Jones? Fielding clearly makes fun of the poor lad, even while showing sympathy from time to time. He laughs at the idea of "love" by making every one of Tom's amorous encounters comic, messy, and occasionally dangerous.

My mind drifts to my own past as a reckless young man and the string of women I encountered. The first was my mom's best friend, Marie. I had a major crush on her since I was fifteen. She was over forty with dark curly hair and a laugh that seemed to invite you into some private joke.

One night, coming home from college during break, I found Marie in our house wearing lingerie that left little to my already overactive imagination. She was staying with my mom as she often did after we moved to Seattle.

They might have been lovers, though I've never been sure. I only remember days later, I was in bed with her, giving my virginity to this older woman who seemed to know exactly what I needed before I did.

Marie moved out when my mom found out about it. I never saw her again.

I wonder how my mom is doing now. She started another family about ten years ago. Her husband sells insurance, and they have two children from his previous marriage.

After coming back to California for college, I started to spend some summer days with my dad. The memory of those summer days floats back to me. Dad taught me how to surf and snorkel. Thanks to those activities, my dad and I found our way back to each other after years of estrangement.

Dad never remarried, but there were women. I remember at least three who lived with him during my visits, each one trying, in her own awkward way, to act motherly toward me without overstepping. Dad would always introduce them as "my friend," never "my girlfriend." As if I couldn't hear them through the thin walls at night.

Back then, it never occurred to me that I would one day take over the apartment and live there as a landlord. What I wanted was to become a teacher, thanks to Ms. Brooks, my tenth-grade teacher, whose eyes lit up whenever she spoke about Steinbeck or Dickinson.

Her passion for literature was contagious, and she had a way of making even the most reluctant students fall in love with words. I certainly did, and before long, I found myself falling for her as well.

Ms. Brooks recognized my potential and encouraged me to major in English in college, but more than anything I wanted to follow her path and become a teacher. I never imagined that choice would turn out to be as much a curse as a calling.

So, that sums up my life after college. Fifteen years teaching high school English, guiding teenagers through books they mostly pretended to read. Then quitting, inheriting Seaview Villas after Dad died, and living as a landlord and wannabe writer.

A seagull lands near me, eyeing me suspiciously. I wave it away. I look back at the book resting on my lap. Tom Jones will find his way, despite his flaws and missteps. That's the fantasy of it. Real life, at least mine, feels more like a series of false starts and retreats.

I glance at my watch. Almost noon. My stomach isn't complaining yet, but I should probably head back home. I slip Tom Jones into the pocket on the back of the chair, fold the metal frame with a practiced motion, and hoist it onto my back. The weight is nothing, just a reminder that I'm carrying my comfort with me, ready to set up shop wherever the view is good.

But instead of turning toward Seaview Villas, I find myself strolling along the shoreline. The water occasionally rushes up to touch my feet before retreating, as if it's testing whether I want company. I've taken care of most landlord business in the past few days anyway. Paul has started remodeling Unit 3. I'm eager to start rewriting my novel, but I know better. I need to wait a minimum of a week to see the story with fresh eyes.

The beach is filling up now as noon approaches. A family has set up an elaborate camp not far from where I was sitting. The parents look too young to have three kids, but there they are, three little sandy-haired bundles of energy racing back and forth to the water.

The father is digging a moat around a castle that the mother is carefully sculpting. The smallest child, maybe three years old, is dumping buckets of water into the moat with the serious concentration of someone performing brain surgery.

I watch them and smile despite myself. I used to be so sure I didn't want a family. It was why I never had a long-term relationship. I broke things off whenever someone became serious. More than once, the woman I was with, including Marie, expressed the wish to have children with me, to have "sons as handsome as you.”

I was young then, never ready to have a family. Later, I made sure I didn't get serious with anyone at all. It was easier that way. No expectations, no disappointments, no having to explain why I preferred my solitude to someone else's company most of the time.

So when Sara mentioned children in our second month of seeing each other, I freaked out. What did she say exactly? It wasn't anything about starting a family, but she said she wouldn't mind having my babies.

We were in bed, I was reaching for a condom like I always did, and she put her hand on mine, looked at me with those mesmerizing blue eyes, and said, "I wouldn't mind, you know. Having a baby with you."

Sara was in her early forties, and the chance of me knocking her up wasn’t even that great. She was probably joking. Probably. But it turned me off a bit. Because I wasn't ready to be a father.

Fuck. I'll never be ready. I like my solitude. I like being able to sit on the beach on a Tuesday morning reading Tom Jones. I like not having to explain myself to anyone.

A frisbee whizzes past my head, followed by a teenager shouting, "Sorry, mister!" I wave in acknowledgment and keep walking.

I wonder how Sara is doing. I miss her, though I'd never admit it aloud. She never called me back after my last attempted phone call two weeks ago. Not that I blame her.

She has such a great personality, warm, playful, with a confidence that never crossed into arrogance. And quite ferocious in bed. Just recalling her moans and requests sends a familiar stir in my groin.

The way she'd look at me afterward, her blonde hair spread across my pillow, her blue eyes half-closed in satisfaction. "Walter Haines," she'd say, "you have hidden talents."

We met right here on this same beach, while I was taking a walk after finishing my last book, a kind of memoir dedicated to my old man, whom I didn't realize I loved until he passed away. She was standing at that coffee stand, the one I'm approaching now. I slow my steps, the memory so vivid I can almost see her there again.

She was ordering something complicated, "Iced latte, almond milk, two pumps vanilla, one pump caramel, light ice." I was behind her in line, mentally composing a much simpler order, when she turned and caught me smiling at her elaborate coffee choreography.

"What?" she'd asked, half-defensive, half-smiling.

"Nothing," I'd replied. "Just admiring your coffee expertise."

She'd laughed then, a full-throated sound that made several people turn to look. "It's my one diva moment of the day. The rest of the time I'm painfully sensible."

I lingered over our conversation longer than I normally would with a stranger. Maybe it was her eyes, or the way she listened when I told her I was a writer, like it was the most interesting thing she'd heard all day.

Before I knew it, we were walking the beach together, and I was telling her things I rarely told anyone, about my dad, about quitting teaching, about my novel that I wasn't sure anyone would ever read.

My eyes linger over the small group hanging out near the coffee stand now, hoping against logic that she's among them. No luck. Besides, I've already successfully pushed her away. She's moved on by now, probably back to that young fellow who was also an artist, and a fan of her art.

I saw the guy during the gallery opening she invited me to. He had tattoos and a particular brand of confidence that comes from being thirty. She'd introduced us, and I saw the way he looked at her. Like she was his favorite painting to come to life.

What's wrong with me? Pushing away such a nice woman. Well, she was just too good to be true. Beautiful, successful, and kind. And I don't mean to be tied down. That's what I tell myself, anyway.

The coffee stand line is too long now. I turn away, continuing my walk. The truth is harder to face: I'm afraid. Afraid that if I let someone in completely, they'll see what I suspect about myself, that I'm not worth sticking around for. That I'm my father's son after all, destined to leave or be left.

It's easier to be the landlord at Seaview Villas. The guy who fixes things, collects rent, and keeps to himself. The writer who might finish his novel someday. The man who walks alone on the beach on Tuesday mornings, carrying his own chair.


CHAPTER 6
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As I walk, I glance at the few groups enjoying the morning sun. Some are couples with their heads bent together in private conversations, some are families with children building sand structures of dubious architectural integrity. A few are loners like me, islands of solitude in a sea of sociability.

I notice several single women sunbathing, their faces turned up to catch the light. One of them is holding a book while enjoying the sun, a posture that speaks of peaceful concentration.

I do a double-take when I realize she's quite beautiful, with skin so light it seems to repel the California sun rather than absorb it. But it's her chestnut hair that gets my attention. It reminds me of Charlotte, John's wife, the woman who came into my life three days ago and hasn't quite left my thoughts since.

I can't see her face because she's wearing large sunglasses that cover half her features, like a celebrity trying to avoid recognition. She's lying on a beach chair, one leg bent slightly at the knee, the book held above her face to block the sun.

Just then, the woman looks up from her book and at me. She waves.

"Hi Walter!"

My body stiffens like I've been caught trespassing. It is Charlotte. I raise my hand in greeting, feeling oddly like I've conjured her by thinking about her.

"Hello," I call back, my voice sounding overly formal even to my own ears. I get closer, sand shifting under my feet, chair bouncing lightly against my back.

This is the first time I've run into her since our last encounter, when she waited in my apartment for John to come home.

She looks great in that blue bikini with white polka dots. It’s all I can do not to ogle her, but even from the corner of my eye, I can tell she has a fantastic figure.

My mind scrambles for something appropriate to say. "Nice weather, isn't it?" I finally blurt out and immediately hate myself for resorting to such a cliché.

Charlotte sits up and takes off her glasses. Her smile seems genuine, not the polite grimace my weather comment deserves. "I love it," she says. "After months of New York winter and spring, this feels like paradise."

I glance around, half-expecting to see John nearby, perhaps in the water or getting drinks. But there's no sign of him. I wonder why he isn't with her but figure he must be unable to take time off work.

For the past three days of Charlotte's stay, I haven't seen the couple go out together much. Only once. Last night, they went out to dinner, perhaps.

I heard their door close around seven, then again much later. But then again, I don't keep track of tenants' whereabouts all the time. I'm not that kind of landlord. At least, that's what I tell myself.

A silence falls between us, not exactly uncomfortable but not comfortable either. Charlotte looks at me, her olive eyes reflecting the sunlight in a way that makes them seem lit from within. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, suddenly aware that I'm blocking her sun.

"That chair looks nice and convenient," she finally says, nodding at my folded beach chair. "It was quite cumbersome to carry mine over the block."

I glance at her beach chair, a bulky plastic thing that looks like it weighs as much as she does. "Oh, this thing?" I say, putting my chair down. "Got it on Amazon last year. Love it." I unfold it with a few practiced movements.

Charlotte leans forward, watching me with the eagerness of someone expecting a magic trick.

"It's got this pocket on the back for books or sunscreen," I demonstrate, "and this shade on top that you can adjust." I pull out the small canopy that can shield the face from direct sun.

Charlotte's delight seems disproportionate to my mundane demonstration. "That's brilliant! I'll have to get one as well. Does it fold up easily?"

"Want to try it?" I offer, stepping back.

"Can I?" She stands up, and I try not to notice how the bikini flatters her curves as she moves. She sits down in my chair, adjusting it slightly. "Oh, this is much more comfortable than mine too."

As she shifts on the chair, I can't help but let my eyes wander over her fantastic figure. Her skin is indeed porcelain-like, the kind that probably burns rather than tans, making me wonder why she's sunbathing at all.

Her curves are generous, natural in a way that makes most of the beach bodies around here look manufactured by comparison. Her bikini is actually on the conservative side, more East Coast than West, but it still can't hide her very full breasts. And they jiggle slightly as she moves.

I look away before Charlotte catches me staring, focusing instead on a sailboat far out on the horizon. What am I doing? This is John's wife. The same John from Unit 2 who brings home different women when his wife is across the country. The same John whose nocturnal activities have forced me to invest in earplugs. I have no business looking at his wife this way.

"It's so lightweight," Charlotte is saying, running her hand along the arm of the chair. "I can see why you like it."

"Yeah," I say, still looking at the sailboat. "Very portable."

When I risk looking back at her, she's smiling at me, no sign that she noticed my inappropriate appraisal. Her face has a natural openness that I find disarming. It makes me want to warn her about John, to tell her what kind of man she's married to. But that's not my place. That's not what landlords do.

"You come here often?" she asks.

"Often enough," I reply, relaxing a little. "It's one of the perks of being self-employed. Beaches on weekdays are a different world."

"I can see that," she says, looking around at the relatively uncrowded shore. "In New York, I'd be at my desk right now, probably editing some author's manuscript or planning a book tour."

I remember now that she works in publishing. It strikes me as a perfect fit for her, surrounded by stories, helping to bring them to life. I wonder what would’ve happened if I had sent her my work. Would she have been interested in it?

Charlotte stands up from my chair, stretching slightly. "I should let you get back to your walk," she says. "Don't want to keep you."

"You're not keeping me," I say, too quickly. "I mean, I was just wandering anyway. No schedule."

She smiles at that, and something in my chest tightens. It's a feeling I recognize but don't welcome, the first stirring of interest in someone new. Someone who is absolutely off-limits.

Charlotte returns to her own chair, adjusting her sunglasses on top of her head. I fold my chair, eager to end this encounter before I say or do something stupid. As I bend to pick it up, Tom Jones slips out of the chair's pocket and lands on the sand with a soft thump. Charlotte raises an eyebrow, reaching for it before I can.

"Tom Jones," she says, brushing sand from the cover. "It's a fun book."

I chuckle, feeling oddly exposed, as if she's caught me reading something embarrassing instead of a classic of English literature. "Just some light reading," I explain, taking the book back from her.

Charlotte laughs, a genuine sound that makes a nearby seagull take startled flight. "That's not what I would consider light at all. It's a behemoth with at least two hundred thousand words."

"You're right," I admit, slipping the book back into its pocket more securely this time. "It isn't exactly succinct. But Fielding's humor and down-to-earth storytelling make it surprisingly fast-moving. Once you get used to the eighteenth-century verbosity, it's basically a sitcom with waistcoats."

"That's probably because you used to be an English teacher," Charlotte says, settling back into her chair. "For the rest of us mortals, it was difficult to get past all the old-fashioned language. 'Whereupons' and ‘heretofors’ and whatnot."

I'm surprised to hear that she's read the book. Most people know the title but not much else. "You've read Tom Jones?" I ask.

"Had to," she says, reaching for a water bottle beside her chair. "I was in a play back in college."

I recall now that she mentioned being a theater arts major when she was waiting for John in my apartment. "That's right, you were in theater," I say. "Let me guess, you played Sophia? The true love interest?"

She shakes her head, laughing. "I wish. Sophia gets all the good lines and gets to be virtuous while still being interesting." She takes a sip of water. "No, I played Jenny Jones, the servant girl who was accused of being Tom's mother."

"And John?" I ask, though I already know the answer. "Let me guess."

"He played the main character," she confirms. "Tom Jones himself."

My mouth opens in amusement as I can easily picture John as Tom Jones. Both are popular among the ladies, both have good looks and charm that make women overlook their obvious flaws, and both stumble from one bed to another while somehow maintaining an air of innocence. The casting director knew what they were doing.

"Why are you laughing?" Charlotte asks, her head tilted in curiosity.

I realize I've been smirking. "Oh, I just think the role fits John," I say, then immediately regret it. The words hang in the air between us, potentially loaded with meaning I didn't intend to reveal.

"Why?" she asks, her voice casual but her eyes suddenly more focused.

"Because he's a handsome fellow," I say quickly, covering my tracks. "Very personable. I can see him winning over an audience."

Charlotte nods. "That's true. Many people say so." There's something in her tone I can't quite read. Not hurt, not anger, but a certain flatness. “He was always cast as the lead in college. Directors loved his looks, even if he couldn’t remember half his lines.”

Well, that explains why he never landed an acting job in the real world, I think, though I keep it to myself.

Instead, I find myself studying Charlotte more carefully. There's something about her that seems too genuine for someone like John, too intelligent, too thoughtful. I nearly tell her that she's beautiful too, that anyone would be lucky to have her attention. The words form in my mind: Did anyone tell you that you're beautiful? But I swallow them back.

My eyes again fall on the gentle swell of her breasts. Her cleavage is so deep it seems bottomless. My cock jolts, a Pavlovian response to female beauty that has nothing to do with propriety or common sense. I hope Charlotte hasn't noticed.

“How did your job interview go?” I ask quickly, eager to distract myself. It’s been on my mind for days.

Charlotte’s eyes light up. “Oh, it went well. Thanks for asking,” she replies. “I’m still waiting for their phone call. It might take a while because of the competition, you know?” “Of course,” I say with a nod. “Well, good luck then. And in the meantime, enjoy the beach and California sunshine.”

“I sure will,” she says. “John and I are going to drive up to Napa for a wine tasting over the weekend.”

“Nice,” I respond, though my feelings about that news are mixed. I’m glad John is doing something nice for his wife, but I can’t shake the feeling that it’s just a façade.

“Yup. I’m looking forward to it,” Charlotte adds.

"I should get going," I say abruptly, hoisting my chair onto my back. "Things to do. Landlord stuff."

Charlotte looks mildly surprised at my sudden departure. "Of course," she says. "It was nice running into you, Walter."

"You too," I mumble, already turning away. "Enjoy the beach."

I walk away quickly, annoyed at myself. This is dangerous territory. Charlotte is married to one of my tenants. The fact that John is unfaithful doesn't change that. It doesn't give me permission to look at his wife that way, to imagine what it would be like if she were single, if we had met under different circumstances.


CHAPTER 7
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The rewriting stage is the most enjoyable part of writing, even if it's when I move at a glacial pace. I lean back in my chair, studying the sentence I've just crafted, wondering if the protagonist's motivations for time travel seem believable enough.

This is where the real story takes shape, unlike the first draft, which was little more than random words and half-formed ideas strung together like a kindergartener's bead project.

After a week's break from my manuscript, I'm seeing it with fresh eyes. The characters deepen with each revision. I cut scenes that don't work, add ones that do, and patch plot holes big enough to drive a DeLorean through. But good lord, it's slow going. I've been at this for an entire day and completed only half a chapter. At this rate, I'll finish the book sometime next year.

But what's the rush? No one's waiting for it. No publisher is breathing down my neck. I can afford to be meticulous, to restructure chapters and move scenes around until they click into place like puzzle pieces.

Still, sometimes I wish I could stop being such a perfectionist. What does it matter if I begin the story with the character’s present life or his past? It's not like the book will have a wide readership.

I scroll back through the pages I've worked on today, feeling a mix of satisfaction and frustration. The scenes are better than they were this morning, but they're still not quite right.

My phone rings, pulling me from my literary trance. It's Paul.

"Hey Walter, flooring's done and we're wrapping up for the day. You might want to come take a look."

I reluctantly save my file and close my laptop. "I'll be right there."

I head over to Unit 3, mentally shifting gears from fictional time travel to real-world landlord duties. Paul has been working on the renovation for five days now, and I have to admit he's doing a good job.

The floor gleams with new life after being sanded and polished, no longer looking like it survived the Great Depression by the skin of its teeth.

I nod approvingly as I walk into the living room. Paul and his helper Jose are in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on the countertop installation. The lights have been changed too, casting a warm glow over the space that somehow makes it look larger.

The countertop catches my eye immediately. It's pristine white with subtle veining, gleaming under the new lights. I run my fingers over the smooth surface.

"Looks good," I say, genuinely impressed. "Is it marble or quartz?"

Paul smiles sheepishly. "Neither."

"What?"

"It's laminate."

My mouth drops open. "No way. Why didn't you get quartz?" I hear the pitch of my voice rise slightly. "That's what we agreed on."

Paul shrugs, setting down his tools. "Didn't think it was necessary. Wanted to save you some money. This saved you at least a couple grand."

I appreciate Paul's consideration for my bank account, I really do, but I'm already imagining Anya's reaction. She specifically asked for quartz. Actually, "asked" isn't the right word. "Demanded" is more accurate.

"You think she'll notice?" I ask, hoping against hope.

"Can you tell the difference?" Paul counters.

I look down at the countertop again. It does look remarkably good. If he hadn't told me, I probably would have assumed it was exactly what we ordered.

"No," I admit hesitantly.

Paul pats my shoulder with a paint-speckled hand. "Then relax. Don't let that woman lead you by your nose."

I wince at his phrasing.

"You're the landlord, Walter. She's just a tenant." He begins packing up his tools. "If she doesn't like it, she can move."

Easy for him to say. He doesn't have to face Anya's displeasure. I don't respond, just continue staring at the countertop, running my finger along the edge where it meets the cabinet.

"It really does look like the real thing," I say, trying to convince myself.

"That's because it's top-quality laminate," Paul says, snapping his toolbox shut. "Not the cheap stuff. It'll hold up just fine."

Jose gives me a sympathetic smile as he wipes down the surface one last time. I get the feeling he knows exactly what I'm worried about.

"We'll be back tomorrow to finish up the bathroom," Paul says. "The built-in bookshelves will have to wait until next week. My supplier's backed up."

I nod, still distracted by thoughts of Anya discovering the countertop switcheroo. Maybe I should just tell her up front. Be honest. Or maybe I should let her believe it's quartz. After all, if she can't tell the difference...

No, that's a terrible idea. Anya's not stupid. She'd find out eventually, and then she'd be even more upset that I tried to trick her.

"Earth to Walter," Paul says, waving a hand in front of my face. "You okay there, buddy?"

"Yeah, just thinking."

"Well, stop thinking so hard. It's just a countertop." Paul hefts his toolbox. "Jose and I are heading out. See you tomorrow.”

"See you."

After Paul and Jose leave, I lock the door to Unit 3 and head back to my apartment, already rehearsing excuses about the countertop in my head. As I cross the courtyard, I spot Anya returning from work, and my rehearsed explanations vanish like morning fog.

She looks particularly professorial today, a soft white blouse over a paisley long skirt, sensible Mary Jane flats. Her blonde hair is pulled into a professional-looking bun, and a brown leather satchel hangs from her shoulder, no doubt filled with student essays waiting to be graded.

I swallow discreetly, trying to resist the effect she has on me. It's purely aesthetic appreciation, I tell myself. The same way one appreciates a Monet or a perfect sentence in a novel.

"Hello, Walter," she says, her voice carrying that slight accent that makes even a simple greeting sound literary.

"Hi, Anya. How was your day?" I manage to sound casual, like a landlord who hasn't just betrayed a tenant's trust with fake stone.

"Long. Two seminars back-to-back." She smiles, and I notice a smudge of chalk dust on her skirt. "I saw Paul's truck leaving the parking lot. How is Unit 3 coming along?"

"It's, uh, not done yet." My voice sounds strangled even to my own ears.

"May I take a look?" Her gray eyes light up with interest. "I'm curious about my future home."

I hesitate for a microsecond. "Sure, why not?" I hear myself say, even as my brain screams various reasons why not.

We walk back to Unit 3 together. I'm acutely aware of her presence beside me and the faint scent of her perfume, something like sandalwood. I fumble with the keys, feeling like a teenager again.

As we step inside, Anya makes a small sound of delight. "Oh, the flooring is beautiful! Much better than what I have now." She walks further in, her skirt swishing softly around her legs. "And the lighting! It's so much brighter."

I nod, pleased by her reaction but increasingly nervous as she moves toward the kitchen. My stomach tightens as she stops halfway.

"Is this where my bookshelves will go?" she asks, gesturing to the empty wall in the living room.

"Yes, Paul says they'll be installed next week."

She nods approvingly, then turns toward the kitchen. I follow, holding my breath.

Anya runs her hand over the countertop, her slender fingers tracing the subtle veining in the white surface. "This is beautiful," she says, and relief floods through me. "It looks like marble."

I chuckle, trying to sound casual. "That's what I thought too."

She continues feeling the edge of the countertop, her admiration clear in her expression. But suddenly, her smile freezes. Her brow furrows slightly.

"Wait a minute," she says slowly. "Why does it feel like wood underneath?"

My heart sinks as I pretend to examine it. “It does? I have no idea.”

She crouches down, looking at the underside of the countertop where it overhangs the cabinets. When she stands up again, her expression has changed completely.

“I know why. Because this isn’t quartz,” she says flatly. She blinks at me, waiting for an explanation. "This is laminate."

I furrow my brow, pretending to be taken aback. "Laminate? What are you on about? Just a moment ago, you said it resembled marble."

Anya narrows her eyes. "Stop pretending, Walter. You know exactly what I’m talking about." Her voice has that dangerous professor tone, the one that makes undergrads tremble. "I recognize it because I used to have a countertop like this in my old apartment."

I silently curse her shrewdness. Of course she would know. She probably knows the Latin names of plants and can recite Pushkin from memory, too.

"What does laminate matter?" I try to sound reasonable. "It looks better than some real quartz. You yourself said it was beautiful."

"I said it looked beautiful," she corrects. "Before I knew it was fake." She runs her finger along the edge again, this time with disdain. "It's cheap, Walter. It won't last. The edges will chip, the surface will scratch, and then you'll end up spending more money replacing it."

"I'm not changing it," I say, surprising myself with my firmness. My patience is evaporating faster than spilled vodka. "You'll either take it or leave it."

Anya blinks, genuinely surprised by my tone. "Are you serious?"

"Completely."

"Then I'll move out." Her chin lifts defiantly. "I have better options. There are better apartments around here, with modern furnishings and facilities, amenities, and an actual ocean view, not just a name."

Damn. That last comment stings. I recall her disappointment when she first came to Seaview. It's not my fault the view was blocked. When Seaview Villas was built eighty years ago, you could see the Pacific from the courtyard. At least that’s what my dad told me.

Now all you can see is the back of a condo complex that went up in the '90s. I've thought about changing the name, but it seemed like too much paperwork for too little benefit.

"I'm not going to stop you if you want to move," I say, sighing. "I've been trying to meet your demands, but I've reached my limits."

Anya's mouth falls open as she stares at me, and to my horror, tears fill her eyes. She takes a moment, blinking rapidly.

"I can't believe this," she says, her voice wavering. "I've always liked this place. I actually turned down a friend's offer of sharing a house by the ocean just recently."

I’m completely at a loss for words. In the two years Anya has been my tenant, I've never seen her cry. She's always been the composed professor, the woman who once lectured a plumber on the proper pronunciation of Dostoevsky while he replaced the faucet in her bathroom.

"I always thought you were an honest man," she continues, a tear tracking down her cheek. "But you're trying to make a fool of me. You think I won't find out about such a simple fact, which is insulting to my intelligence."

Before I can respond, she turns away and rushes out the door. I hear her quick footsteps fading across the courtyard, followed by the slam of her apartment door.

I stand where I am for a moment, feeling like the world's biggest jerk. Did I just make a fiery, proud woman cry? Over a countertop? Shit. I must have hurt her deeply, but why exactly? Just because the countertop isn't quartz? Or because she didn't get what she wanted? And why couldn't I meet her demand this time? The questions bounce around my head like a pinball machine that's just hit the jackpot.

Honestly, I also feel uncomfortable with the laminate countertop. It feels like cheating. I agreed to get quartz, after all. And Anya is right about cheap materials not lasting. I might need to replace it sooner rather than later, which would end up costing more.

But I'm reluctant to give in because... okay, because she was being bossy. I can admit that to myself. She waltzed into Unit 3 during my meeting with Paul, made demands about moving in, insisted on fancy countertops and bookshelves, and I just nodded like a bobblehead on a dashboard. At some point, I had to draw a line.

That's silly, though. A countertop is a weird hill to die on.


CHAPTER 8
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After locking the door of Unit 3, I head for Anya's unit instead of my own. My feet feel heavier with each step across the courtyard. I knock on her door and listen to the soft footfalls approaching from inside. I brace myself for red eyes and a frosty reception.

The door opens, and I'm not prepared for what I see. Anya stands there with a playful smile on her lips, looking about as devastated as someone who's just won a minor lottery.

"Walter? Have you changed your mind?" she asks, her voice light and teasing.

Damn. Have I been played? Did she cry to make me feel guilty? Were those tears a tactical nuclear weapon in our landlord-tenant cold war?

I pause, mentally recalibrating. Should I say yes or no? The smart move would be to avoid the question entirely.

"I wanted to apologize," I say, keeping my voice professional. "Paul made the decision without consulting me first, although I do agree with him that the laminate looks as good as quartz. I didn't mean to deliberately fool you."

I sound like I'm reading from a customer service script. Anya looks amused as she gazes at me with those piercing grey eyes, unblinking. The triumphant expression on her face makes me curse under my breath, but I continue. "I hope you'll reconsider moving out."

She raises an eyebrow and opens the door wider. "Come in."

Anya's apartment is clean and organized, a mix of contradictions. Modern furniture like the sleek gray couch sits comfortably next to pieces that could date back to the Edwardian era, like the antique cabinet against the wall and the desk with a built-in bookshelf. Crocheted doilies adorn several surfaces. I've seen her working on them on the patio, her fingers moving with the same precision she probably uses to mark up student essays.

She gestures for me to sit on the couch. "So, what do you have to say? Are you here to remind me what a great landlord you've been?"

I stifle a smile. "I'm glad you think so."

"Yes," she scoffs, "but until today."

"Come on, be reasonable," I say. "I've done a lot for you. Are you really going to change your opinion about me just because the countertop isn't quartz?"

Anya rolls her eyes so dramatically I'm afraid she might strain something. "I can't believe you still don't get it."

I blink. "Get what?"

She sighs with the exaggerated patience of someone explaining quantum physics to a toddler. "The problem is you, Walter. The reason I haven't moved to better places is not because Seaview Villas is a perfect place to live, although it isn't so bad. It's because of you."

My mouth falls open like a trapdoor. "Me? What do you mean?"

"I like you," she says simply. "I think we're kindred spirits. You were an English teacher, and I'm a Russian literature professor. We're also both writers."

I'm genuinely surprised. I haven't told many people about my writing. It's not something I advertise on my LinkedIn profile or mention at the annual tenant holiday party.

"How did you know that? Did Paul tell you?"

Anya blushes slightly, which is something I didn't think she was capable of. "No, I found out by accident. Shortly after I moved in, I opened a letter that was addressed to you. I didn't check the envelope carefully before opening it." She looks genuinely embarrassed. "It turned out to be a rejection letter from a publisher."

I mutter a curse under my breath. The first book I’ve ever completed, and I had high hopes for it. I had sent queries to a dozen publishers and received rejections from all of them. Some were formal letters, others more personal, but the message was the same: not commercial enough, too introspective, limited audience appeal. All the things that made the book meaningful to me made it unpublishable to them.

"I'm sorry," Anya says, with genuine regret in her voice. "I didn't mean to pry into your affairs. I resealed it as soon as I realized my mistake."

"It's fine," I say, though it's not entirely. Having Anya know about my literary failures feels strangely intimate, like she's seen me in my underwear. "Which publisher was it from again?"

"It was from a place called Lighthouse Publishing, or Lighthouse Books, something like that." She folds her hands in her lap. "Like I said, I resealed it and put it back in the mailbox. I didn't want to give it to you in person because it might embarrass you."

“Thank you for your consideration,” I say, my embarrassment sharpening the words.  “I hope you didn’t share your discovery with anyone else.”

“Of course not,” she says, looking offended as if I’ve misjudged her. "Did you find a publisher later?"

"No," I admit. "But I self-published it."

Her eyes brighten. "Could I read it?"

I pause as my stomach does a little flip at the request. "It isn't anything close to the literature you read every day."

Anya laughs, a genuine sound that transforms her face. "What do you think I read?"

I shrug. "Chekhov? Tolstoy? Dostoevsky?"

"You're so wrong," she says, still smiling. "I read students' essays nowadays, and it isn't exactly inspiring. Last week, a sophomore wrote that Gogol's 'The Overcoat' was 'basically just a ghost story about a guy who really liked his jacket.'"

I chuckle, understanding exactly how she feels from my own teaching experience. "In that case, maybe my book will offer you some respite."

Her gray eyes shimmer as she gazes at me, and my heart picks up its pace. I notice now what I was too agitated to see when I first entered. Unlike earlier in Unit 3, Anya's blouse is mostly unbuttoned, and the gap is wide enough to offer a glimpse of her silk bra and the creamy swell of her breasts.

She was probably getting undressed when I knocked on her door. I fight the urge to look directly at this tempting sight, forcing my eyes to stay on her face.

"I'd like that," she says, and her voice seems lower, warmer.

I shift in my seat, suddenly aware of my body's reaction to her proximity. To distract myself, I bring us back to the topic of the countertop. "So, about Unit 3. I really hope you'll reconsider your options."

Anya's eyes meet mine, and the warmth in them cools several degrees. "I'll think about it," she says, "but I also hope you'll reconsider my request. Getting a high-quality countertop isn't just good for me, but good for you as well. You know I’m right. The only thing standing in your way is your foolish male ego."

I silently curse her sharp wit and blunt words. She has a talent for finding the most vulnerable spot and pressing down hard. But I can't back down now.

"That's not the reason," I insist. “The laminate looks pretty good. Paul says it’s top-quality. It should last.”

The conversation feels like it's going nowhere, and the air between us has grown tense again. I stand up before things get worse.

"I should go," I say, moving toward the door.

Anya rises from her chair too, following me. Before I can reach for the doorknob, she takes my arm, her touch unexpectedly gentle.

"Wait," she says, her voice soft. "Hold on a minute."

I pause and look at her. We're standing very close now. Close enough that I can smell her sandalwood scent again. Close enough to see the faint freckles across the bridge of her nose that her makeup doesn't quite conceal.

"Thank you for being a great landlord," she says, surprising me. "I hope you don't think I'm just an insatiable, ungrateful bitch."

The word sounds strange in her academic accent, almost charming. “Not at all, Anya,” I say. “And I hope you still think of me as a great landlord.”

She laughs. "I do. And I'm willing to do something for you in return. All you need to do is ask," she says, her voice sounding husky.

My blood rushes south at her words and the suggestive tone in which they're delivered. We're standing so close that I can feel the warmth of her breath. Her blouse gapes open just enough to make me lightheaded. What exactly is she offering?

"What do you have in mind?" I ask, my voice sounding thick to my own ears.

She smirks, a playful curve of her lips that sends another jolt through me. "Anything. For example, I can translate your novel into Russian for you, for free."

Oh.

I feel a flicker of disappointment, though I'm not sure what I was expecting. A translation is actually a generous offer. It would take hours, maybe weeks of work.

"That's very kind of you," I say, hoping my voice doesn't betray my momentary misunderstanding. "Thank you."

I reach for the doorknob, ready to escape before I say or do something inappropriate. The conversation has veered into territory I wasn't prepared to navigate, from countertops to books to whatever just happened in the last thirty seconds.

"Think about the quartz," she says as I open the door, her voice back to its normal professorial tone. "And bring me your book whenever you're ready."

I nod, not trusting myself to speak. The scent of jasmine greets me as I step outside, making me wonder if I imagined the entire charged moment between us. Maybe I've been alone too long, turning normal interactions into something they're not.

But as I glance back before closing the door, I catch Anya watching me with an expression I can't quite read. It’s something between amusement and interest, with perhaps a hint of something more.

I return to my unit with a haze in my mind, replaying the conversation with Anya on a loop. Kindred spirits? The phrase echoes in my head. And her knowing I'm a writer—worse, seeing my rejection letter. Damn. I feel exposed, like she's read a diary I never meant to share.

I wonder what she writes. I was so caught up in my embarrassment when she brought up the topic that I forgot to ask her. Her writing is probably as passionate as she is, with bold sentences and flawless punctuation, the literary equivalent of her personality.

After dinner of a frozen burrito, I debate whether I should bring my book to Anya. The thought makes my stomach clench. I'm not ready for anyone I know to read it, especially not her. She's too perceptive, and too sharp.

The book is drenched in emotions I can barely acknowledge to myself. That was the whole point of writing it: to exorcise those feelings, to put them somewhere outside of me.

I can't let Anya see me like that. It would change everything between us. We'd no longer be just landlord and tenant; we'd be... friends? And I'm not ready for that with Anya.

Why not?

The question follows me into the shower. Because I'd feel vulnerable. It would be even harder to deny her demands. Damn it, that's the landlord talking. The real reason, of course, is that it would be harder to maintain a professional distance. I'm already losing my grip on that.

Earlier, in Anya’s apartment, I had the urge to kiss her crimson lips, to bury my face in the soft curves of her breasts. I've resisted my attraction to her for two years, but lately it's becoming more difficult.

The warm water splashes over my shoulders, and I close my eyes. My mind drifts back to Anya, to the gap in her blouse, to the way her gray eyes shimmered. My hand moves almost of its own accord, wrapping around my hardening cock. I don't fight it.

In my mind, I'm back in Anya’s apartment, but this time she stops me at the door. She holds my hand on the doorknob and pulls me back. I don't hesitate. My lips meet hers, and she responds with equal hunger.

My hands find the buttons of her blouse, finishing what she started, pulling the fabric aside. Her bra is delicate silk, the color of champagne against her skin. I unhook it with surprising dexterity, and her breasts spill free, fuller than I imagined, crowned with rosy peaks.

I take one in my mouth, swirling my tongue around her areola while looking up to watch her face transform with pleasure. In my fantasy, Anya moans and grasps my hair, whispering my name, begging me to take her.

"No," I tell her, surprising both of us. "Not yet."

I have my own demands. "I want your mouth on me first."

She obeys gladly, sinking to her knees on the plush carpet of her living room. "I've always wanted this," fantasy-Anya confesses, her accent thicker with desire. Her fingers work my belt, my zipper, and then she's freeing me from my clothes.

Her gray eyes, usually so sharp and critical, are now hazy with lust as her soft lips wrap around my cock. She takes me in slowly, holding my gaze the entire time, her mouth hot and wet and perfect. She moves with the same dedication she probably brings to everything, grading papers, crocheting doilies, driving men insane.

In reality, my hand is stroking faster now, my breath coming in short gasps as the shower water beats down on my back. In my mind, Anya's lips slide along my length, her tongue teasing the most sensitive spots. She knows exactly what she's doing, this fantasy version of my tenant, professor of Russian literature and apparently also of male anatomy.

I groan, steadying myself against the couch arm with one hand while stroking her face with the other. Anya holds both of my hips, her large breasts pressing into my thighs.

“Fuck,” I mutter. “You feel incredible, Anya.”

Anya smirks around me. She doesn’t speak, but sucks me harder, pressing my sensitive tip against her hard palate as she moves.

My hand grips tighter, moves faster. I'm close now, both in the shower and in my imagination. Fantasy-Anya senses it too, doubling her efforts, her eyes never leaving mine, wanting to watch me come apart for her.

And I do. With a groan that echoes against the shower tiles, I reach my climax. Ropes of cum splash against the shower wall before being washed away by the spray of water. For a moment, I just stand there, panting, letting the water run over me as reality slowly reasserts itself.

Well. That was unexpected. I've pictured Anya before when I got off, but usually just her face, or some vague approximation of her body. Today I went much further, imagining specific acts, hearing her voice in my head. It was unprofessional. Wrong.

But hell, it felt good.

I finish my shower, dry off, and pull on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt. My time travel novel awaits me, characters frozen in mid-crisis while I took a break to argue about countertops and fantasize about my tenant. I should get back to it, lose myself in fictional problems instead of real ones.


CHAPTER 9
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I am in the middle of a particularly tricky passage in my manuscript when the doorbell rings. The protagonist of my time-travel novel has just arrived in 1995 and is about to meet his younger self, a meeting that will unravel the fabric of his reality if I can craft it just right.

The sound of the bell is an unwelcome intrusion, especially at four in the afternoon when most of my tenants are away at work.

I glance at the screen of my laptop, where the cursor blinks tauntingly at me, as if reminding me that I can’t ignore the mundane life and stay in the fictional world as I wish.

With a sigh, I save my document and rise from my desk chair, which protests with a squeak. Perhaps it is Anya again, coming to press me about the kitchen counter. It’s been two days since our last encounter, and I haven’t agreed to change.

The thought of her expressive grey eyes pops into my mind, along with my fantasies about her. My lust stirs, but I stop it quickly as I’ve often done in the past days. I move through my apartment quickly, not wanting whoever it is to ring again and fracture my train of thought any further.

When I open the door, Charlotte Avery stands before me, an apron tied over her t-shirt and yoga pants, her chestnut hair bundled into a ponytail that swings slightly as she shifts her weight. Her presence is unexpected, and I find myself speechless for a moment.

"Hi Walter, sorry to bother you," she says, her voice carrying a note of genuine apology that most tenants never bother with.

I try very hard not to recall the sight of her in that blue polka-dotted bikini at the beach almost a week ago. It has taken me days to clear that image from my mind, the way the fabric clung to her curves, conservative yet undeniably alluring.

And now here she is, and the memory returns with vivid clarity, as if it had merely been waiting in the wings of my consciousness for its cue to reappear. I can almost see the bottomless cleavage beneath her apron and t-shirt, a ghostly overlay of the present with the recent past.

“No bother,” I say, halting my thoughts from spiraling further into the gutter. “How was Napa?”

“Oh,” she says with a shrug. “Not bad. The wine was good. The weather was nice.”

“Nice.” I’m caught off guard by the flatness of her tone. At the beach, she’d been so enthusiastic about the trip. I even heard her giggling as they left in John’s car Saturday morning. But they came back quietly Sunday evening, and I didn’t see her at all yesterday. I can’t help wondering what really happened, but I bite back the question. “What can I do for you?”

"Our kitchen sink is clogged," she explains, her hands gesturing as if to illustrate the problem. "I was preparing dinner and now the water won't go down. John suggested calling a plumber, but I thought I should check with you first."

I nod, grateful for the practical nature of the problem, something I can fix without having to deal with my messy thoughts. "I can take a look first," I tell her. "If I can't fix it, then we'll call a plumber. Give me ten minutes to get some tools and I'll be over."

Her face brightens with relief. "Thank you so much, Walter. I really appreciate it."

"No problem," I say, watching as she turns and walks back to her unit, the apron strings trailing gracefully behind her.

I close my door and head to the utility room, which is tucked away behind Units 3 and 4. It is a small service room at ground level, right next to the laundry room where the complex's shared washers and dryers hum with constant activity.

The utility room houses the electrical panels, water heaters, and gas meters, all the vital organs that keep Seaview Villas functioning. I unlock the door with the master key I keep on a separate ring from my personal keys.

Inside, I locate the plumbing tools: a cup plunger with its red rubber head, channel-lock pliers that have seen better days, a wire brush with bristles stiff from disuse, a hand-crank drain snake coiled like a sleeping serpent, a flashlight with batteries I hope still work, and an assortment of towels, rags, and gloves. I throw all of them into a plastic bucket, the tools clattering against each other with a harsh racket of metal and plastic.

Minutes later, I stand outside Unit 2, knocking on the door with my free hand while balancing the bucket of tools with the other. Charlotte opens the door almost immediately, as if she has been waiting just on the other side.

"Come in," she says, stepping aside.

The apartment is filled with a delicious smell that makes my mouth water right away. Something Italian, rich with garlic and herbs. The kitchen island is covered with chopped vegetables arranged in neat containers: onions translucent and sharp, carrots in precise orange coins, zucchini in half-moons, mushrooms sliced thin, peppers in multicolored squares. It looks like she is preparing for a feast, not just a dinner for two.

"What are you making?" I ask, setting the bucket down near the sink. "It smells incredible."

"Vegetable lasagna," she replies with a smile that suggests pride in her culinary efforts. "I prepared too many ingredients, though. I always do that."

I move toward the sink and see the mess. Water fills half of the basin, with vegetable scraps floating on top like tiny abandoned rafts. The water has a slightly cloudy appearance, showing the traces of whatever went down the drain and refused to continue its journey.

"I'm so sorry about the mess," Charlotte says, coming to stand beside me. "Some vegetable scraps, onion skins, carrot peels, zucchini ends, might have gone down the drain by accident. I used the garbage disposal, but it didn't help."

"No worries," I tell her, rolling up my sleeves. "This happens all the time."

I put on the gloves first, pulling them over my hands with practiced efficiency. "First, I'm going to check the P-trap," I explain, getting down on my knees and placing the bucket under the curved pipe beneath the sink. "Often, the clog is right there."

Charlotte watches with interest as I loosen the slip nuts with the pliers, turning them counterclockwise until the P-trap comes free. A small amount of water spills into the bucket, but there is no obvious clog in the trap itself.

"Trap is clear," I announce, reattaching it securely. "So the clog must be further down the line."

Next, I try the plunger, placing it over the drain and pumping it with firm, steady strokes, creating a vacuum that I hope will force the clog down the line. The water level doesn't change much, which means the clog is stubborn.

"Alright, time for the snake," I say, reaching for the hand-crank drain snake. I feed the coiled metal into the drain, turning the crank slowly to advance it deeper into the pipe. There is a moment of resistance, and I twist the crank with more force.

"How does that work, exactly?" Charlotte asks, leaning over to watch. "I've always wondered."

"The snake has a corkscrew-like end that either breaks up the clog or catches it so I can pull it out," I explain, still cranking. "It's getting through something now."

I feel a sudden give, and when I retract the snake, it brings with it a clump of vegetable matter. The water in the sink begins to drain, slowly at first, then with increasing speed until it's gone completely.

"Run the water," I instruct, and Charlotte turns on the faucet. The water flows down the drain without hesitation.

"You fixed it!" she exclaims, her gratitude seemingly disproportionate to the task I have performed.

"Most clogs are pretty straightforward," I say, rinsing the snake in the now-flowing water. "Just a matter of knowing which tool to use."

I wipe my hands on a rag and begin gathering the tools, dropping them back into the bucket with metallic clinks that punctuate the soft bubbling of whatever is now simmering on the stove. The sink drains properly now, the water spinning in a perfect vortex before disappearing down the pipe.

There is something satisfying about fixing things, about restoring order to chaos, that I never quite found in trying to instill a love of literature in teenagers who would rather be anywhere else but in my classroom.

"Thank you so much, Walter," Charlotte says, her gratitude warming the space between us. "I never would have expected a high school English teacher to be so skilled at plumbing. You're full of surprises."

I chuckle, a sound that feels rusty in my throat from disuse. "I learned most of this after becoming a landlord, to save money," I explain, removing the gloves and tucking them into the side of the bucket. "My dad used to do this kind of thing when I was younger. I watched but never imagined myself following in his footsteps. Literature was my passion, not pipe wrenches and drain snakes."

"Well, you have many talents," she insists, and there is something in her tone that makes me look up at her. Her eyes hold mine for a moment, and I feel an uncomfortable heat in my chest.

I gather the tools into the bucket, getting ready to leave. The smell of the lasagna preparation is making my empty apartment seem even emptier in my mind. "If you have any more problems with the sink, let me know," I say, lifting the bucket.

"Wait," Charlotte says, reaching out a hand but not quite touching me. "You can't just fix my sink and run off. Sit down and have a bite of the cake I baked earlier. It's the least I can do."

Her insistence catches me off guard. The polite refusal that normally sits ready on my tongue dissolves. "Alright," I agree, setting the bucket back down near the door. "Just a quick bite."

I wash my hands and sit at the kitchen table, which is adorned with a small vase of fresh flowers I hadn’t noticed before. Charlotte busies herself for a moment, then returns with a cup of herbal tea that sends up aromatic steam and a generous slice of cake on a plate. “Nothing fancy,” she says, “just some old-fashioned lemon pound cake.”

“You mean timeless,” I say appreciatively.

Both the cup and plate look new, white porcelain with a delicate blue pattern around the edges. I look around the kitchen and notice other new items: a set of chef’s knives on a magnetic strip, copper-bottomed pans hanging from a rack, a stand mixer gleaming on the counter. It looks like Charlotte is settling in, making this space her own. It looks like she is going to stay.

“This is lovely,” I say, gesturing vaguely at the cake, the tea, the kitchen.

“Thank you,” she replies, sitting across from me with her own cup of tea. “I’ve been slowly making it feel like home.”

I take a bite of the cake. It’s moist and tender, with a bright citrus glaze and a soft hint of vanilla in the background. “This is delicious,” I tell her truthfully.

Charlotte watches me eat for a moment, her head tilted slightly. "Walter," she begins, and something in her voice makes me pause with my fork halfway to my mouth. "Why did you quit teaching? If you don't mind me asking. You seem like someone who’s passionate about literature."

I lower my fork slowly, considering how to answer. There is a practiced response I usually give, something about wanting a change or pursuing my writing more seriously. But something about Charlotte, perhaps her genuine interest or the way she has shared her own life with me, makes me want to tell the truth.

"It was my dream," I say finally, the words coming slowly at first. "To stand in front of a podium and deliver passionate lectures about Hemingway's novels. For the first few years of my teaching career, I did just that. But then I quickly found out that it was a mistake. Most of the kids didn't give a shit about literature. They grew up on TV and video games, not books. If they read anything outside of class, it was a miracle and it sure wasn't Hemingway. Some of them struggled to make sense of a short story, let alone a novel."

I stop abruptly, realizing how much I have said, how the words have poured out of me like water from a broken dam. I have seldom vented my frustration to anyone, not that I have had that many close friends. Charlotte isn't even a friend, not really. She is my tenant's wife, a temporary visitor in my world. Yet here I am, serving up my disillusionment on a platter.

But Charlotte doesn't seem put off by my bitterness. She smiles and nods, a gentle understanding in her expression. "I totally get it," she says. "My mother was a school teacher before retiring, and she always warned me not to become a teacher. Still, I tried for a few months after college graduation."

I recall the information she told me at the beach about finding teaching rewarding. It seems she wasn't telling me the whole truth then. "What happened?" I ask.

"I was quite disappointed at the children's lack of appreciation for theater arts," she admits. "When I asked them what they knew about Romeo and Juliet, some told me about the Leonardo DiCaprio movie, and some said 'the love story with poison.' No one mentioned Shakespeare."

I chuckle, shaking my head. "I'm not surprised. My seniors would talk about The Great Gatsby like it was just a story about rich people throwing parties, missing all of Fitzgerald's commentary on the American Dream."

We share a look of mutual understanding, and for a moment, I feel less alone in my frustrations. I finish the cake and drink the tea, which has cooled to a pleasant temperature.

"What's the occasion?" I ask, nodding toward the elaborate dinner preparations. "For the lasagna, I mean. It seems like quite an effort for a weeknight."

Charlotte's face lights up, and she leans forward slightly. "I got the job I interviewed for," she says, her voice vibrant with excitement. "Acquisitions Editor at the boutique publishing house. I found out this morning."

"Congratulations," I say, genuinely pleased for her. "That's wonderful news. Are you going to take it?"

“I’ve already accepted it,” she says excitedly. “In fact, I’ve already quit my current job.”

“Wow, that’s fast.”

She shrugs. “I really wanted this job. That’s why I came all the way over.”

I hesitate, then ask the question that has been on my mind since I noticed all the new kitchenware. "Will you and John be staying here, then? Or finding a larger place to live?"

Her smile falters slightly. "I don't know," she admits. "We haven't talked about it. I got the offer this morning and haven't gotten the chance to tell John yet."

My mouth opens. “He doesn’t know?”

“Not yet.” She touches the edge of her teacup, running her finger along the rim. "I'll tell him at dinner. I hope he'll be glad."

"Of course he will be," I say automatically, though deep down I doubt it. John Avery, from what little I know of him, seems to prefer his bachelor lifestyle to married life. The parade of women through his apartment before Charlotte's arrival is proof of that.

"Thank you, Walter. You're kind," Charlotte says, her eyes meeting mine with a warmth that makes me uncomfortable in its sincerity.

"Thank you for the cake," I say, standing up. "And the tea. It was a nice break."

"Would you like to join us for dinner?" she asks suddenly. "There will be plenty, and it's the least I can do after you fix our sink."

I decline politely, though my stomach growls traitorously at the thought of homemade lasagna. The aromas filling the apartment have only intensified, making my planned microwaved dinner seem even more depressing. "I have some writing to finish," I tell her. "But thank you for the offer."

She walks me to the door. "Thank you again for fixing the sink, Walter. I really appreciate it."

"Anytime," I say, picking up my bucket of tools. "Good luck with the dinner. And congratulations again on the job."


CHAPTER 10
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The apartment feels emptier than usual when I return to my desk. The cursor on my document blinks accusingly, but I cannot focus on the words I had written earlier. Instead, my mind wanders back to Charlotte, her olive eyes sparkling with enthusiasm as she told me about her new job, the loose strands escaping her ponytail brushing against her cheeks as she leaned forward to serve me the cake.

The taste of lemon cake still lingers on my tongue, sweet and tangy, chased by the spicy warmth of Charlotte’s herb tea. The flavors bring a comfort I have not felt in months, maybe years. Not since I gave up teaching for this solitary life as a landlord and would-be writer, self-published but still searching for recognition.

John Avery is a lucky bastard who does not deserve what he has. Charlotte is perfect in ways he will never appreciate. Beautiful without being showy about it, intelligent without being condescending, and domestic without seeming trapped by tradition. The entire package wrapped in a warmth that makes you feel like you matter when she speaks to you.

I sink into my chair and wonder if they will stay. Probably not. They’ll most likely look for a place together, now that she has secured this job. The thought makes me unreasonably sad, which is absurd. I have known Charlotte Avery for less than ten days, and already she feels like family. Maybe it is the cake, I think with a wry smile. Maybe it is the way she treated me like an old friend, and understood why I quit teaching.

"Well, you are losing it, Walter," I mutter to myself, rubbing my chin. "This solitude of yours has to end. You need a social life beyond exchanging pleasantries with tenants and the occasional plumbing emergency."

My phone sits on the desk, and I pick it up, scrolling to Sara's number. My thumb hovers over the call button. What would I say to her? Sorry I didn’t answer your calls because I was busy? But I really miss you. Can I come over to see your new art project? I put the phone down with a sigh. Stop being a pathetic old fool. She didn’t answer your call last time. She must have moved on.

I turn back to my document, to the time-travel novel I have been working on for months. I’m rewriting the part where Peter Chronin has just traveled back thirty years to when he was ten years old, to the summer his parents announced their divorce.

In Peter's mind, this fracture is the source of his inability to form meaningful relationships with women. If he can prevent the divorce, perhaps he can rewrite his own emotional history. I know it is trite, this notion that we can pinpoint the exact moment our lives went wrong, but Peter believes it with the fervor of the desperate.

Of course, Peter is me, or a version of me I allow myself to explore through fiction. Writing this time-travel fantasy is my way to feel better about my life. It gives me hope. I begin typing, letting Peter inhabit the skin of his younger self, the strange dissonance of an adult mind in a child's body, trying to manipulate events he only partly remembers.

The words flow more easily than they have in days. I am not hungry, thanks to Charlotte's cake, and somehow, the brief human connection has invigorated me. Time slips away as I write, the way it always does when I manage to lose myself in the work.

Outside, the world continues its rotation. Gates open and close with metallic clangs. Cars roll into the parking lot, their engines cutting off with various sighs and grumbles. Tenants return from work, from school, from wherever they spend their days. They talk in snippets I can barely make out. A baby cries somewhere in the complex, its wails rising and falling like a distant siren. None of it bothers me. I keep writing.

The light outside my window gradually fades, and I switch on my lamp. The sudden illumination reminds me how long I have been sitting here, how deeply I have fallen into Peter's world. Hours have passed in what felt like minutes.

The complex has grown quieter, most tenants settled in for the evening, television sounds muted behind closed doors, the occasional laugh or cough the only evidence of their presence.

A sudden loud noise yanks me out of the fictional world on my laptop screen. I look up and listen. It seems to come from right next door. A pot dropped in the kitchen, maybe. Is Charlotte okay?

Then come the voices. Not the sounds of celebration I expected after her news about the job. These are angry voices, rising sharply before dropping again, as if the speakers suddenly remembered how thin the walls are.

I catch John's voice first, tight with a suppressed fury that seems disproportionate to whatever they are discussing. Then Charlotte's, higher, wobbling slightly in a way that suggests she is fighting tears.

I strain to hear actual words, but only catch fragments. "Should have asked me first" from John. Something about "making decisions" and "without consulting." The clearest words are the profanities, the sharp F-bombs that John drops like punctuation marks.

I’m unable to return to my writing. Instead, I sit there, piecing together what I can. It becomes clear they are arguing about Charlotte's job offer, the one she was so excited about, the one she had planned to tell him over the dinner she was preparing.

Instead of being happy for her, John seems enraged that she would accept a position without discussing it with him first. That jerk. The same jerk who has been bringing women to their apartment while his wife was across the country.

My protective instincts flare up unexpectedly. I find myself wanting to go next door, to knock and ask if everything is okay, to remind John that I can hear every word, that he should lower his voice when speaking to his wife.

But I do not move. It is none of my business. Charlotte is John's wife, not my family, not my friend, just a tenant's spouse who was kind enough to offer me cake and conversation.

I reach for my drawer and pull out a pair of earplugs, twisting them between my fingers before pushing them into my ears. The voices fade to a muffled hum, and I return to Peter's journey through time, trying to ignore the hollow feeling in my chest.

An hour later, the noise from next door dies down to silence. I pull out my earplugs and listen, wondering if they have resolved their argument or if they have simply exhausted themselves with fighting. The silence feels temporary and fragile, like the pause between lightning and thunder.

Then I hear movement, the sound of drawers opening and closing, closet doors sliding, the rustle of what might be clothing being gathered. The sounds make me uneasy in a way I cannot fully articulate.

Is Charlotte leaving? My heart sinks at the thought, but I force myself to remain seated in my chair. But I can’t do anything else. I just sit there, waiting for I don’t know what.

The door next door slams with enough force to vibrate through our shared wall. The sound reverberates through my chest like a second heartbeat.

I rise from my desk and rush to the door. I quietly crack it open, just in time to see John, not Charlotte, pulling a suitcase through the gate.

Soon, I hear a car engine start, the familiar growl of John's BMW. I move to the window, pulling back the curtain just enough to see his taillights cutting through the darkness as he exits the parking lot, driving faster than is prudent in a residential area.

I stand at the window longer than I should, my worry for Charlotte tugging at me. Is she okay? Should I check on her?

The questions circle in my mind like restless birds. I have never been the type of landlord who involves himself in tenants' personal matters.

In fifteen years of teaching, I also perfected the professional distance that keeps others comfortable while protecting my own solitude. But this feels different. I imagine Charlotte alone after that argument, possibly hurt, definitely upset.

Still, I hesitate. She is a grown woman. She and John might have fought, but couples fight.

It is not my place to insert myself into their marriage, no matter how much I disapprove of John or how much I have come to admire Charlotte in our brief interactions.

I return to my desk, attempting to focus on Peter's journey through time, but the words blur before my eyes.

A knock on my door startles me. Two soft taps, hesitant but deliberate. I know who it is before I open the door, and I am not surprised to find Charlotte standing there, though the sight of her still catches me off guard.

She wears a navy blue dress that falls just above her knees, elegant and clearly chosen for a special dinner, but her eyes are swollen and red-rimmed, her face blotchy and streaked with the remnants of tears. Her makeup, carefully applied earlier, has been partially wiped away, leaving smudges of mascara beneath her eyes.

"Can I come in?" she asks, her voice hoarse from crying.

"Of course," I say, opening the door wider. I want to say more, to ask if she is okay, but the answer is painfully obvious.

Charlotte steps inside and moves to the couch where she sat when she first arrived at Seaview Villas days ago, waiting for her husband to come home. She lowers herself onto the cushion, her movements careful, as if she fears she might shatter if she moves too quickly. I close the door and follow her, sitting on the opposite end of the couch, giving her space.

"What happened?" I ask, though I have a pretty good idea.

Charlotte takes a deep breath that seems to shudder through her entire body. "Our marriage is over," she says, and the simple, declarative sentence carries the weight of years. "John moved out. We are getting a divorce."

My mouth opens in surprise, not at the fact but at the finality of it. I had expected a fight, not an ending. "Why?" I ask, frowning. Even as I ask, I wonder if I already know the answer, if my suspicions about John's extracurricular activities are about to be confirmed.

Charlotte pauses, and in that pause I see her gathering herself, finding the words to explain something painful. She shakes her head slowly.

"He was not happy that I accepted the job without asking him first," she says, her voice choked.

I expected this, but it still makes my blood boil. “That’s ridiculous,” I say sympathetically. But I don’t ask why because I already know the answer.

"But that is not it. Not really." Charlotte says after another long pause. "John has been cheating on me."

Silence settles between us. I feel a complex mix of emotions: relief that Charlotte finally knows the truth, sorrow that she has to experience this pain, and a simmering anger at John for his callousness. I move closer to her on the couch and wrap an arm around her shoulders, offering a sympathetic hug that she leans into, her body trembling slightly against mine.

"How did you find out?" I ask gently.

"I have been suspecting for a while," she admits, pulling back slightly to look at me. "I just did not want to face the truth. There were plenty of signs that I ignored. His reluctance to have me move to LA. Our lack of intimacy this past year during our brief reunion. His jackets smelling of perfume that was not his in his closet."

I squeeze her shoulder, trying to offer comfort while carrying her pain with me. Despite her doubts, she still did everything to be with John. Found a new job, surprised him, cooked elaborate meals. What kind of fool would hurt a woman like this?

Charlotte wipes away a fresh tear. "At Napa, we stayed in a luxury hotel room with a jacuzzi, but we didn’t even get to enjoy it. He got so drunk at dinner that he passed out a soon as we returned to our room.”

That explains the disappointment on her face when I asked how Napa was in the afternoon. “I’m so sorry,” I say, picturing the letdown she must’ve felt and silently cursing John once more.

“When I confronted him tonight, he admitted it. He has been seeing other women. Multiple women." Her voice breaks on the last words.

"I am so sorry, Charlotte," I say, meaning it.

"Do you know what upsets me the most?" she continues, anger now threading through her sadness. "The way he admitted it. So unapologetic. Like it was my fault for being on the other side of the country. Like his loneliness justified betraying me over and over."

She stands suddenly, pacing the small space in front of my couch. "I should have known better than to marry a man like John. He has always been this way. Sneaky, dishonest, sweet-talking his way out of trouble, always seeking attention, so vainglorious about his looks and his job." The words spill out of her, a catalogue of flaws she has clearly been compiling for some time.

"Why did you choose him, then?" I ask, genuinely curious. "If you knew what kind of man he was?"

Charlotte stops pacing and looks at me, her eyes soft with a kind of nostalgic sadness. "Because he was my first," she says simply. "The only man I had been with. We met in college, dated on and off for years. We broke up a few times but always ended up together again."

“I see,” I respond softly as I nod. That explains it—her first and only. No wonder it’s so hard for her to let go.

She shrugs, a small, defeated gesture. "I thought that meant we were destined to be together. I thought he might change as we grew older. I told myself that as long as I was the one he came home to, I should not worry too much about other women."

The vulnerability in her confession makes my chest ache. I see in her words the rationalizations people use to hold on, even when they know they should let go. For a moment, I’m at a loss for words.

Charlotte sinks back onto the couch beside me, closer this time. She looks up, her eyes searching my face. "Do you think I am pathetic?" she asks, and the question breaks my heart a little.

"Of course not," I say firmly. "Charlotte, you are a wonderful woman. Kind, intelligent, beautiful. John does not deserve you."

She smiles gratefully, the expression transforming her tear-stained face. "Thank you, Walter," she whispers, reaching out to take my hand in hers. Her fingers are warm and soft against my palm. “‘You are the kindest man on earth, do you know that?” she says.

Something in her tone ignites a spark, faint but undeniable, inside me. Charlotte's eyes hold mine, and I see something in them beyond gratitude. My heart races traitorously in my chest. I want to kiss her. The realization hits me with the force of physical hunger. I want to taste the salt of her tears, to lose myself in the warmth of her mouth. But I resist. She is vulnerable, emotional, making decisions she might regret.

Charlotte seems to read my thoughts. She leans in, closing the distance between us, and presses her lips to mine. The kiss is soft, questioning, a whispered possibility. I groan involuntarily, my resolve crumbling like sand, and kiss her back, my hand rising to cup her cheek.


CHAPTER 11
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Our kiss deepens, becoming something hungry and needful. Charlotte presses her body against mine, and I feel the heat of her through the thin fabric of her navy dress. Her lips part, inviting me in, and I taste the salt of her earlier tears.

My hands, which have spent too many months touching nothing more intimate than computer keys, now tremble slightly as they find the curve of her waist, the warmth of her skin through the silky material that clings to her form.

The neckline of her dress dips low, revealing the soft swell of her breasts, and I cannot resist reaching up to touch her there, my fingers tracing the delicate skin just above the fabric. Charlotte trembles at my touch, a small sound escaping her throat that might be my name or might simply be pleasure.

I take it as encouragement and let my mouth leave hers, trailing kisses along her jawline, down the elegant column of her neck, to the hollow of her throat where her pulse flutters like a captured bird.

"Walter," she whispers, and this time there is no mistaking my name on her lips. It sounds different when she says it, not the utilitarian label I have grown accustomed to, but something precious, something desired.

I continue my journey downward, my lips finding the warm valley between her breasts, my tongue tasting the salt of her skin. Charlotte moans, her head falling back, offering herself to me in a gesture of surrender that makes my blood rush hot and insistent through my veins.

Her hands find the zipper of her dress, and she pulls it down in one fluid motion. The fabric falls away like water, pooling at her waist and revealing a lace bra that seems too delicate to contain the fullness of her breasts.

I groan at the sight of her, creamy skin glowing in the soft light of my study lamp. She is more beautiful than I imagined during those nights alone when her image would sometimes intrude into my thoughts, making me feel both guilty and aroused.

"You are so beautiful," I tell her, my voice rough with desire.

Charlotte smiles, a slow, knowing curve of her lips that makes my heart stutter. I reach for her breasts, pushing the lace down to reveal pink nipples that harden under my gaze.

I have wanted this since that day on the beach, the blue polka dot bikini revealing enough to torment me with possibilities I never thought would be realized. I have fantasized about taking them into my mouth, feeling their weight in my palms, hearing her gasp as I pleasure her.

Now fantasy becomes reality as I lower my head and take one nipple between my lips, sucking gently at first, then with more pressure as she responds with a moan that vibrates through her chest.

Charlotte wriggles on the couch beside me, her body seeking more contact, more friction. Her hand finds its way to my lap, stroking the hard length of me through my pants, and I suck in a sharp breath at the contact.

My animal instinct surges forward, overwhelming the part of me that still clings to propriety, to the notion that I should not be doing this with a woman who was crying over her husband just minutes ago.

I want only one thing now: to make Charlotte mine, to claim her in the most primal way, to lose myself in the warmth of her body and find something I have been missing for too long.

I slip my hand under the lace of her panties, finding her already wet and swollen with desire. The discovery makes me groan against her breast, the sound muffled by her flesh.

I swipe my fingers along her slick folds, up and down in a rhythm that makes her hips buck against my hand. Charlotte reaches down, shimmying out of her underwear to give me better access, spreading her legs wider in silent invitation.

"Yes," she breathes, her eyes half-closed with pleasure. "I want this, Walter. I want you."

I slide one finger inside her, feeling the tight heat of her walls gripping me. Adding a second finger, I curl them slightly, searching for that spot that will make her cry out. When I find it, Charlotte gasps, her body arching off the couch.

I swirl my fingers along her inner walls, scratching softly at her G-spot, while my thumb finds the sensitive bud above and circles it with gentle pressure.

"Oh God," she moans, her hips moving in counterpoint to my hand. "Yes. Just like that. Please do not stop."

I have no intention of stopping. I watch her face as pleasure builds within her, the way her lips part, her breath coming in short gasps, the flush that spreads across her cheeks and down her neck to her chest.

She is magnificent in her abandon, holding nothing back, giving herself over completely to sensation. Her inner muscles clench around my fingers, and I feel the moment she tips over the edge, her body tensing before releasing in waves of pleasure that ripple through her like aftershocks.

As she comes down from her climax, Charlotte slides off the couch onto her knees between my legs. Her eyes, still glazed with the remnants of her orgasm, now focus on me with renewed hunger.

She unzips my pants with deft fingers, reaching inside to free my erection. Her eyes widen slightly, a look of appreciation crossing her face.

"You are very long," she says, running her fingers along the length of me. "And thick." There is no pretense in her words, just honest desire that makes me swell even more under her touch.

Without hesitation, she lowers her head and takes me into her mouth. The wet heat of her engulfs me, and I groan, my hands finding their way into her chestnut waves, not guiding, just holding on as if to anchor myself against the tide of pleasure that threatens to sweep me away.

Charlotte takes me deeper, her tongue swirling around the head before sliding down the shaft, her hand working what her mouth cannot reach.

She establishes a rhythm, alternating between deep, slow strokes and quicker, shallower ones that focus on the sensitive tip.

The sight of her lips stretched around me, the feel of her tongue exploring every vein and ridge, the soft humming sounds she makes in the back of her throat that vibrate through me, all combine to bring me dangerously close to the edge.

"Charlotte," I warn her, my voice strained. "I will not last if you continue."

She releases me with a final, lingering suck that nearly undoes me. "Then I want you inside me," she says, rising to her feet. "I want to feel you fill me up."

Charlotte straddles my lap, her dress still bunched around her waist, her breasts swaying free. She positions herself above me, and I hold my breath as she slowly lowers herself onto my length.

I groan the moment I feel her slick entrance. “Are you sure about it?” I ask despite my eagerness to continue.

“Yes, Walter,” she says with a firm nod. “I am. And you?”

“More than sure.”

“Just so you know,” she says, “I won’t get pregnant since I have the IUC. And I’m in good health. But if you need to wear a condom, go ahead.”

I shake my head. “I’m fine.” The words surprise me. I’ve always been cautious, careful to the point that some women found it off-putting. So why now am I abandoning my usual precautions? Why do I trust Charlotte?

The answer comes when I meet her vulnerable, trusting eyes. I have to give back what she is offering me.

The tight heat of her envelops me inch by inch, her walls stretching to accommodate me. But at one point, she has to stop to catch her breath.

“I’m sorry,” she apologizes. “It has been a while.”

“It’s okay,” I say, holding my own urge. I recall her comment earlier about lacking intimacy with John in the past year. She feels like a virgin to me. “Just relax.”

I kiss her again, and slip a finger between us, teasing her clit from below. She moans and opens up instantly.

When she finally settles fully in my lap, taking all of me inside her, we both exhale in unison, a shared moment of perfect connection.

She begins to move, riding me with slow, deliberate motions that make every nerve ending sing. The California sun has not tanned her much; her full breasts look round and snowy white as they sway with her movements, the pink tips hardened to tight peaks that I cannot resist leaning forward to capture in my mouth again.

"This is exactly what I needed," Charlotte says, her eyes closed in concentration, her voice husky with pleasure. "You feel so good inside me, Walter."

Inside her, it’s like being submerged: slick and swollen and impossibly tight, the heat of her body almost a shock. Every time she moves, even a fraction, I feel the whole span of her, the way she grips and releases along my length.

I tremble slightly, flattered and aroused by her words. She feels like heaven after all these months of solitude, like rain breaking a long drought. Her body responds to mine with enthusiasm, releasing a profusion of juices that slide out of her, spilling onto my thighs and making our movements slick and frictionless.

I hold her hips and guide her, feeling the round firmness of her ass under my hands. She is so much smaller than me and yet it’s her that’s in control, setting the pace, deciding when to grind down or lift off, how long to tease me with shallow thrusts before lowering herself again until we are joined so tightly it feels like we could never separate.

My own body responds greedily, every nerve tuned for more, and the friction, though softened by the persistent slickness of her arousal, is as intense as anything I’ve ever felt. I watch her face as she starts to lose herself, her lips parted, her chestnut hair clinging to her temples, sweat beading along her brow. She squeezes her eyes shut, tips her head back, exposing the elegant line of her throat.

I want to tell her how beautiful she looks, but language fails me. Instead, I use my hands, my mouth, my whole body to make her feel it, kissing her jaw, licking a trace of sweat from her collarbone, grinding up into her until I can feel the throb of her pulse all the way down to where we are joined.

Charlotte tightens around me, the spasms coming in irregular waves, and she rides out each crest with a little gasp or groan that she tries and fails to muffle against my shoulder.

She braces her hands on my chest, shifting her angle, and suddenly she is taking me even deeper, so deep I feel the dull echo of pain-pleasure in my own pelvis. Every thrust now is a collision, a breaking point, and I know neither of us can last much longer.

She locks her eyes on mine, daring, demanding, wild, and says, "Do not stop. Please, Walter, I need you right there. Right there."

Her voice breaks on the second "right there," and she clamps down with a force that nearly empties me on the spot. Her whole body contorts, a spasm running from her toes to her teeth, and she lets out a single, ecstatic, animal noise that rings out in the room. The sound with its abandon and certainty, triggers my release before I can even think to hold it back. I grip her hips, thrust up into her one last time, and let go, coming so hard it blurs my vision and leaves my teeth chattering.

Charlotte collapses forward, burying her face in my neck, her breath hot and stuttered. I wrap my arms around her, holding her as if she might dissolve completely if not for the anchor of my embrace.

The aftershocks ripple through both of us, wetness pooling between our bodies, and neither of us moves for what feels like a long time. I am still semi-hard inside her, and she seems intent on keeping me there, grinding softly with each little tremor, milking the moment for every last drop of sensation.

My hands find their way up and down her back, memorizing the rise of each vertebra, the sweat-damp hair sticking to her skin. I feel her heartbeat slow, her breathing even out.

We sit locked together on the couch, our breathing gradually slowing, our bodies cooling in the quiet of my living room. Charlotte rests her forehead against mine, our noses touching, our lips occasionally brushing in gentle, almost chaste kisses that belie the passion we just shared.

She pulls back slightly to look at me, with a content smile at the corners of her mouth. Her hand comes up to stroke my cheek, a tender gesture that feels more intimate somehow than what we have just done. "Thank you," she says simply.

“Anytime,” I reply, and I mean it more than I have ever meant anything. We sit in silence for a moment before I ask, gently, “So, what’s your plan? Are you still going to take the job?”

She nods with quiet certainty. “I am. I’ve already accepted it. I liked my last job too, but this one offers more growth. And I’ve already quit, so there’s no going back.”

Her answer takes me by surprise, but it pleases me all the same. “So you’re staying?”

“Yes. I still have a few more days left on my plane ticket. And then I’ll go back to New York to take care of some things at work and at the apartment. Pack, end the lease, that sort of thing. And then I’ll come back here. In the meantime, we’ll find a lawyer.”

“Are you sure about that?” I ask, though I already find myself looking forward to her return. “You don’t need more time to think?”

She shakes her head firmly. “I’ve waited long enough. And being with you tonight only confirms how much I’ve missed out on in life all these years.”

I smile, stroking her face. “I’m glad. You deserve happiness, Charlotte.”

We hold each other’s gaze, smiling, before leaning in for another kiss at the same time.

I could go on kissing her forever, but to my dismay, my stomach growls loudly, breaking the moment. I chuckle, embarrassed by this intrusion of such mundane bodily needs.

“Sorry,” I say. “I forgot to eat dinner.”

“I haven’t eaten either,” Charlotte admits, rising from my lap. “We started arguing as soon as he found out about the news.”

“How terrible. What happened to the lasagna? I hope you didn’t throw it in the trash?”

“No,” she says. “But I almost did. It’s still on the dining table, untouched.”

“What a waste,” I comment, recalling the afternoon in the kitchen. Charlotte in her apron, making a feast and sharing the news of her job acceptance with excitement. I hadn’t seen the lasagna, but I imagined its taste from the wonderful smell.

“I know,” she says with a sigh. “It was a new recipe I found online. I spent the morning shopping for ingredients and the afternoon cooking, all for nothing...”

I pull her back and press a kiss to her cheek. “It isn’t all for nothing. My mom used to say lasagna tasted better if you let it sit overnight.”

Her eyes brighten. “You’re right. How could I forget?” She adjusts her dress with quick, efficient movements, retrieves her underwear from the floor, and promises, “I’ll be right back,” as she strides toward the door with purpose.

I understand what she’s up to, and I don’t stop her. I watch her go, wondering what happens next, wondering if I have just made a terrible mistake or stumbled into something unexpectedly wonderful.

The door closes behind her, and I am left alone with the lingering scent of her perfume and the memory of her body against mine.


Book 2

Professor’s Demand
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I WAKE TO UNFAMILIAR SHEETS and the soft rhythm of breathing beside me. Charlotte lies naked, her chestnut hair spilling across the pillow, one arm flung above her head like she's reaching for something in her sleep. The first light of day sneaks in, turning the dust above her skin to gold. For a moment, I forget where I am, then it comes back to me in pieces. Catalina Island. A spontaneous getaway with Charlotte. Two nights away from Seaview Villas, from my landlord duties, from the life I've carefully constructed to avoid exactly this kind of unpredictable situation.

I can't believe I'm doing this. I haven't been on a trip for years, let alone with a woman. My life has become so ordered, so predictable. Wake up, manage the property, write in solitude, sleep, repeat. But when Charlotte suggested we take advantage of the last two days before she flies back to New York, I couldn't say no. Not after everything she's been through with John. Not when her olive eyes looked at me with such hope, such need for escape.

"We could go to Catalina," she'd said. "It's close enough we wouldn't waste time traveling, but far enough to feel like we've actually gone somewhere."

So here we are. Playing at being lovers on an island twenty-two miles from the life I know. Yesterday, we explored like tourists, holding hands through the streets of Avalon, eating ice cream cones that dripped down our wrists in the afternoon sun. Charlotte laughed when I tried to catch the melting sweetness with my tongue. Her laughter still feels like a gift after seeing her cry the night she broke up with John.

Careful not to disturb her, I slide out of bed. The wooden floor is cool beneath my feet. I make my way to the window, pulling back the curtain to gaze at the island scenery spread out before us. Our hotel room provides a panoramic view that reminds me it’s a luxury I seldom indulge in.

The sunrise transforms everything it touches. The harbor water shimmers in gradients of orange and gold, while the hills above town wear a crown of soft pink light. Boats rock gently at their moorings, their white hulls glowing warmly. The sky itself seems to be waking up, stretching from deep indigo to pale blue as the sun climbs higher. Far below, a handful of early joggers trace the curve of the beachfront path, and somewhere, a seagull calls out to greet the morning.

It’s the kind of beauty that stirs something in me. I’ve seen plenty of mornings by the ocean, but not like this. From the hotel window, the world feels quiet and untouched. Maybe it’s the distance from the mainland, or the way the light drapes itself over the hills and water.

The last time I was here, I was twenty-one and saw everything through different eyes. My last trip to Catalina wasn't in a hotel with harbor views but in a cramped room at the back of a budget inn where Amelia and I stayed during spring break of our senior year at Westridge University.

Unlike Peter, the protagonist of my time-travel novel, I didn't date in high school. I was too busy reading books that weren't assigned and writing stories I showed to no one.

It wasn’t until junior year that Amelia walked into my American Literature seminar, her notebook covered in national park stickers and her questions somehow sharper than the professor’s lectures. Her dark hair was always in a messy bun that never stayed put, and when she spoke, her hands moved as if she were conducting an invisible orchestra.

We started studying together. Then we started kissing between paragraphs of Faulkner. By the time midterms arrived, we were exclusive, and I was learning the geography of her body with the same intensity I applied to my studies.

Two years later, we came to Catalina. Graduation loomed a month away, and the future stretched before us like an unwritten page. Amelia had already been accepted to both the University of Washington and UCLA for their anthropology graduate programs. I still remember standing on a cliff path overlooking the ocean, the wind tugging at her hair as she told me she would choose UCLA if I wanted her to stay.

"You shouldn't make such an important decision based on what I want," I said, watching a boat cut through the water far below.

"Why not? I love you, Walter." Her voice was so certain, so clear above the rush of waves against rocks.

I couldn't say it back. Not with the same certainty. Instead, I said, "You might regret it someday if you stop loving me."

She shook her head, eyes shining. "I won't. I'll love you forever."

"Nothing lasts forever." The words came out before I could stop them, honest but cruel.

The hurt flashed across her face, quick but unmistakable. "Are you saying you don't love me anymore?"

"I do," I said, and I meant it as much as I was capable of meaning anything then. I did love her, just not with the absoluteness she offered me.

She smiled, stood on tiptoe to kiss me, but something had shifted. I had lost her at that moment, though it would take us until after graduation to admit it.

She chose the University of Washington. We wrote emails for a few months, then stopped. I started teaching high school English in California while she pursued her PhD. Every few years, I would search her name online, watching her academic career unfold from a distance. Her dissertation on baboon social structures in Tanzania led to field research, then a permanent position with a conservation group. Last I checked, she was still in Africa, still studying primates, still living a life I can barely imagine.

Our room in that budget inn had no view of the sea, but it had a lumpy mattress that squeaked with our every movement. Amelia had given me her virginity during sophomore year, and we spent the next two years making up for lost time. I still remember waking in the darkness of that Catalina hotel room to the sensation of her mouth around me, her hair tickling my thighs as she brought me from sleep to groaning wakefulness.

Now I stand at another window on the same island, a middle-aged man watching the sunrise, wondering how many choices, how many moments of hesitation have led me here.

My thoughts break at the sound of rustling sheets behind me. I turn my head slightly, not enough to lose the view but enough to acknowledge the waking presence in our bed. Charlotte props herself up on one elbow, her hair a tousled frame around her face, eyes still soft with sleep.

"What are you doing?" she asks, voice husky from disuse.

"Nothing. Just enjoying the view." I gesture vaguely toward the window, toward the harbor now fully illuminated by morning sun.

The mattress sighs softly as she rises. I hear her bare feet pad across the floor, and then feel her presence, warm and solid behind me. Her arms slip around my waist, palms flat against my stomach, and I feel her cheek press between my shoulder blades. For a moment, we just stand there, her naked body pressed to my back, sharing heat, sharing the view.

Then her hands begin to wander lower. Her fingers trace the line of hair that runs below my navel, teasingly light, deliberately slow. I inhale sharply as she finds me, already half-hard from the proximity of her skin.

"Charlotte," I groan as she wraps her fingers around me, stroking with confidence that comes from our nights together. "You need to stop that or I'll take you right here."

Her lips press against my spine, and I can feel her smile. "That's what I want."

Something primal and possessive flares inside me. I turn in her arms, backing her against the window. She gasps slightly as her bare skin meets the cool glass, but her eyes never leave mine. There's a challenge there, a dare, a silent question about what I'll do next.

“Are you sure?” I ask. “People can see us from those sailboats.”

“I don’t mind. Let them watch.”

I grunt at her response. I run the back of my fingers along her cheek, tracing the contours of her face like a blind man memorizing what he can't see. My touch trails down her neck, follows the elegant line of her collarbone, then dips to the swell of her breast. I watch her eyes grow stormy, pupils dilating as her breathing quickens.

"You're beautiful," I murmur, studying how the morning light catches in her hair, highlighting the curve of her shoulder. "I could look at you all day without getting tired."

She smiles, playful despite her obvious arousal. "More beautiful than the view?"

I chuckle, my hand continuing its exploration downward. "No question about it."

My fingers find the heat between her legs, and she's already wet, already ready. I spread her open with gentle pressure, circling the sensitive bundle of nerves that makes her breath hitch. Her head falls back against the window as I tease her, bringing her close before retreating, building her need with deliberate patience.

I lean in, my lips at her ear. "I love how wet you get for me," I whisper, feeling her shiver at my words. "I love how your body responds to my touch."

"Walter," she pleads, her hips moving against my hand, seeking more, seeking release. "Please..."

"Please what?" I ask, though I know exactly what she wants.

"Take me," she breathes, hands gripping my shoulders now. "Now."

I lift her easily, her curves fitting against my angles as her legs wrap around my waist. With one hand braced against the window for leverage, I guide myself to her entrance and push inside. The sensation is exquisite, tight heat enveloping me as she moans my name. Her fingernails dig into my skin as I begin to move, finding a rhythm that has her gasping with each thrust.

The room fills with the sounds of our breathing, occasionally punctuated by a soft curse or whispered encouragement. Outside, the day brightens, but we're lost in our private world of sensation, building toward a shared climax that leaves us both trembling.

Afterward, we stay locked together, her legs still wrapped around me, my forehead resting against hers as our breathing slows. The window must be cold against her back, but she makes no move to disengage. Instead, she brushes a strand of hair from my face, her touch impossibly tender.

"These have been the happiest two days I've had in a long time," she says quietly. "Thank you for coming with me."

"I should be thanking you," I reply, surprised by my own honesty. "I haven't been this happy in... well, a while."

Her smile is beautiful, but touched with something bittersweet. We both know what today brings. In a few hours, we’ll check out of the hotel, take the ferry back to the mainland, and go our separate ways. I’ll drive home to Seaview Villa, and she’ll head to the airport for her flight to New York. The end of our spontaneous escape. The end, perhaps, of whatever this is between us.

But Charlotte's face shows none of my melancholy. Instead, she looks almost cheerful as she says, "I'll be back within a week, you know."

I carefully disentangle our bodies, helping her find her footing before stepping back slightly. "You sound very certain."

"I am." She stretches, completely unselfconscious in her nakedness. "John and I have already started the divorce process. His lease at Seaview is up in a couple of weeks, and he'll move the rest of his things out then."

I try to keep my expression neutral at the mention of her soon-to-be-ex-husband. "Will you stay in his apartment?"

Her face clouds briefly. "I'm not sure. It’s a nice apartment, but it’s kind of weird to stay there after what has happened between us, knowing what he’s been doing there…”

"I could remodel the place for you," I offer, surprising myself. "If you decide to stay. New paint, new furniture. Make it yours instead of his."

She steps toward me, places a palm against my chest. "I'll think about it. One thing I am sure about is that I'm coming back to LA. I'm still excited about the new job, and I can't stand staying in our Brooklyn apartment either. Too many memories."

I cover her hand with mine. "Moving across the country is a big decision, Charlotte. You should think about it carefully."

"I will," she promises, then reaches up to kiss me lightly. "But my mind's pretty made up already."

I want to believe her. I want to picture her coming back, taking the editorial position, building a new life here. But there's a voice inside me, the same one that couldn't promise Amelia forever, that whispers caution. People make declarations in moments of transition, in the aftermath of passion, that they can't always sustain in the cold light of ordinary days.

But I don't voice these doubts. Instead, I reach for the hotel phone. "I'm going to order us some breakfast. What are you in the mood for?"

She smiles, taking my hand and pulling me toward the bathroom. "Food can wait. Let's shower first."

We step into the steaming water. Despite my skepticism, I can’t help but hope this time will be different. Maybe this dreamlike escape could turn into something lasting.
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"Tonight, Peter reminds himself, he must say the words he couldn't say twenty-two years ago. When Amber looks into his eyes and tells him she'll love him forever, he must return the promise instead of hedging with philosophical questions about the nature of forever. He must put aside the cynicism born from watching his parents' marriage dissolve, must forget the knowledge of how many relationships end in disappointment. For tonight, he must believe in forever, even if his older self knows better."

I type away on my keyboard, expanding the reunion scene of Peter and his high school sweetheart, Amber. I've spent way too much time on this scene alone, but I can't help it. It is the single most important moment in Peter's attempt to change history.

The trip to Catalina Island only stimulated me more as it brought back more memories. I pause momentarily, recalling the trip. And naturally, Charlotte pops into mind. She's been gone for only three days, but it feels as if our affair took place ages ago. She texted me as soon as she landed in JFK, but I haven't heard from her since.

This is just one of the many hookups I have had in my life. At least I tell myself that, although I cannot explain the fact that my thoughts frequently wander to her and the moments we spent together. I can still feel the warmth of her body against mine, and the ecstasy of our union. Her eyes have haunted me every waking moment in the past few days.

I stare at the screen of my laptop, at the blinking cursor. Peter and Amber. Their reunion. Their second chance at love. The words blur together, and all I can think about is Charlotte's laugh as we took that glass-bottom boat tour, how her hair smelled of salt and sunshine, how her hand fit perfectly in mine as we walked along Avalon's waterfront. The memory feels more real than the fiction I'm trying to create.

"Just a fling," I mutter to myself, rubbing my tired eyes. "Just a casual thing between two consenting adults."

Yet there was nothing casual in the way she looked at me before we parted at the ferry terminal, and nothing temporary in the way she kissed me goodbye. "I'll be back," she had whispered, her olive eyes bright with promise. "Just need to tie up loose ends."

I save my document and close my laptop. My apartment feels unusually quiet. I check my phone for the twelfth time today. No new messages. Of course not. Charlotte has a life to reorganize in New York. An apartment to pack up. A job to leave. Friends to say goodbye to.

I get up from the chair and go to the kitchen to refill my coffee mug. From the window, I see activities in the courtyard, reminding me it's Sunday. Anya is talking to Alan and Edwin, the gay couple in Unit 4. Next to her stands a petite brunette I've never seen before. They are talking very animatedly, filling the courtyard with laughter.

Anya tosses her dark blonde hair over one shoulder, and even from this distance I can see the quiet confidence in her posture, the way she draws attention without trying. The brunette says something, and Anya throws her head back in laughter. I remember our last conversation and her complaints about the kitchen countertop, and a flicker of frustration runs through me—mixed, as always, with attraction. Dammit. Why does she have to be so infuriating?

I turn away from the window and head back to the living room, my coffee already half gone. Voices drift through the wall—men’s voices. I move closer to the door and listen. It’s John, giving orders. Something about boxes, packing. Sounds like he’s hired movers.

I should talk to him. His lease is up in two weeks, and I need to know if he’s really moving out for good. But I hesitate. After all, I slept with his wife not long ago. Even if they’re separated and he’s a complete jerk, it still feels wrong.

Still, I’m the landlord. I have to deal with this. It’s business, I tell myself. Strictly professional. Nothing personal.

I set the mug down and run a hand through my hair, trying to make myself look somewhat put-together. The hallway mirror reflects a man with tired eyes and stubble that’s crossed the line from rugged to careless. I look like someone who can’t decide whether he needs a nap or a new life plan.

More sounds drift through the wall. A woman laughing. Not Charlotte. Someone younger, her voice lighter, higher-pitched. Of course. John would not waste any time, would he?

I take a deep breath and step into the hallway. John’s door is partially open, and his voice carries more clearly now.

“That box is from the kitchen. No, not that one—the other. Make sure those go in the truck.”

I pause for a moment before walking closer. Just as I reach the doorway, I hear a woman again. “No, John, leave your ugly sofa here. We don’t need that.”

John stands with his arm around a woman, both of them facing away from me. “You don’t like it?” he says, half-laughing. “Sure. We’ll get a new one.”

So he has already found someone new, and apparently, a place to move in with her.

I knock lightly on the open door, and they both turn. John and a woman in her twenties, with honey-blonde hair and the kind of professionally whitened smile that comes with Hollywood ambitions.

“Are you moving out, John?” I ask.

His expression changes when he sees me. There is a brief flash of something that might be guilt or recognition, but it disappears as quickly as it appears, replaced by his usual grin.

“Yes, I was about to let you know,” he says. “My lease is almost up, and I found a place closer to work.”

Neither of us mentions Charlotte. His new girlfriend, if that is what she is, glances at me with polite curiosity. She cannot be more than twenty-five. Tight jeans, cropped top, flat stomach, jeweled belly button. The kind of woman John always brought home. The kind whose laughter used to echo through the walls late at night, along with everything else.

“This is Brianna,” John says, almost as an afterthought. “Brianna, this is Walter, my landlord.”

“Hi,” she says, giving me a quick smile before turning back to the movers.

“I should be out by Wednesday,” John continues. “That okay?”

“Fine,” I say. “Just drop the key in my mailbox when you’re done. I’ll refund your deposit if everything looks good.”

“No problems there,” he says. “I’ve been a model tenant, right?”

If by “model tenant” he means sleeping with anyone available and cheating on his wife, then yes, he has been outstanding. But I only nod and step back.

“Nice to meet you,” Brianna calls after me, though her eyes are already on the boxes and the men hauling them out the door.

I return to my own unit and close the door behind me, the click of the latch sounding quieter than I expect.


CHAPTER 3
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I return to my writing once I’m back in my apartment, and continue rewriting Peter and Amber’s reunion scene.

Amber steps into the moonlight, and for a moment Peter forgets to breathe. Her red hair is partly pinned up, with a few curls falling around her face and down her back. The green of her eyes reflects the light from the path lamps, making them seem brighter than usual. Her skin looks pale in the moonlight, and a light scatter of freckles crosses her nose and cheeks. The black prom dress fits her closely, the neckline a little lower than I remember, showing the soft curve of her collarbones. The fabric catches the light when she moves, and she carries herself with a mix of youthful confidence and nervous excitement.

A sharp knock on my door shatters the moment. I blink, disoriented by the sudden return to reality. The knock comes again, more insistent this time. John probably, returning me the key already? I stand up and get to the door promptly.

When I swing the door open, it's not John's practiced smile that greets me but Anya's gray eyes, bright and expectant. My breath catches slightly. She's wearing chino shorts that reveal her toned legs and a thin white cotton shirt that clings to her curves, casual weekend wear that on her looks like something from a fashion magazine. Her blonde hair is twisted into a messy bun, a few wavy strands escaping to frame her face. The overall effect is unstudied yet devastating.

"May I come in?" she asks, with that playful smile that drives me nuts, the one that lifts just the corner of her mouth and makes her look like she knows something I don't.

"Of course," I say, stepping aside. My apartment suddenly feels too small, too personal with her in it. I'm acutely aware of the coffee mug on the desk, and my laptop with its screen open. I hope she won’t notice it. "What can I do for you?" I force my voice to sound calm, professional.

"I'm here to sign the new lease," she says, tapping a folder I hadn't noticed she was carrying.

"Oh. Right," I mumble. Unit 3 is ready, and I've printed out a new lease as well. I've been both anticipating and dreading this moment.

I clear space on the coffee table, moving aside my writing notes and stacks of books. Anya settles on my couch, crossing her legs as she opens her folder. I retrieve my copy of the lease from my desk drawer, along with a pen.

"Here we are," I say, placing the document between us. "It's the standard lease, just with the updated unit number and your current rent rate maintained, as we discussed."

Anya reads through it carefully, her lips moving slightly with each clause. I try not to stare at her mouth. She signs with a flourish at each marked spot, her signature confident and looping. I add my own signature, more restrained, almost apologetic next to hers.

"I've already started packing with my friend Gabrielle’s help," Anya says, closing the folder with a satisfied snap. "I can't wait to move into the new unit."

"Of course," I say as I register the name Gabrielle in my head, associating it with the brunette she was speaking to earlier.

Although I've had second thoughts since I agreed to let her have the unit at her current rate, her enthusiasm makes my compromise worth it. Besides, I'm a sucker for her smile, and for the way her eyes light up. It's pathetic, really, how easily the woman disarms me despite her unreasonable demands.

"Thank you so much, Walter," Anya says, standing up. Her gray eyes seem warmer than usual.

"No problem," I say with a shrug, as if giving her a larger apartment at a discounted rate isn't going to eat into my profit margins.

She pauses as she gazes at my bookshelves, her head tilted slightly. "I'm still waiting for you to lend me the book."

"What book?" I pretend I have no idea what she's talking about, though my stomach tightens.

"Your book," Anya says, turning back to me with an expectant look. "The one you sent to Lighthouse."

"Oh, right." Damn. She wouldn't let it go. I've had second thoughts about letting Anya read my book. Despite her assurance the last time when we spoke, I'm still afraid she'll judge it, find it amateurish. She's a Russian literature professor, for God's sake.. "I have a hard copy somewhere. I'll give it to you after I find it."

She rolls her eyes. "Come on, Walter, I know you're reluctant to lend it to me. Why? I won't judge."

I'm caught lying. My cheeks flush with heat. "Okay, wait a minute. I'll look for it now."

I retreat upstairs to my bedroom, where I know exactly where the book is: on my nightstand, where it's been since the day she first asked. I take a moment to breathe, then grab the book and head back down.

"The Father Who Got Away," Anya reads the title as I hand it to her, running her thumb along the spine. "I like the title."

“It’s somewhat autobiographical,” I say, anticipating her next question. “It’s based on my own father.”

“I see,” she says, her interest piqued as she flips through the pages. "I can't wait to dive into it."

I know she's being polite. But I can't help feeling grateful for her attempt to flatter me. "Thank you, Anya, for wanting to read it. I hope you will finish it."

Damn. Why am I being so self-deprecating?

Anya rolls her eyes. "Walter. Of course I'll finish it. I don't give up on anything easily, you know?"

"Of course, I know," I say with a smile. I'm thinking about Anya's persistent, relentless request about the countertop. How she wept, how she threatened to move out altogether when I refused to replace the laminate with quartz.

“And I hope you’re not about to start on the countertop again,” I add before I can stop myself.

Anya narrows her eyes slightly. “You really mean that?”

“Yes,” I say firmly, surprising myself with the edge in my voice. “Because like I said, I’m not changing it. And it looks good.”

Anya studies me for a moment, her gaze steady and unreadable. And for a second, I wonder what trick she'll play. Will she cry again? Or will she throw my book onto the floor?

To my surprise, she smiles. "Very well," she says, her voice low. "I agree. The countertop looks good. It's pointless to change it. But you are not fulfilling your promise. And that's not cool."

"Cool?” I repeat. Her tone’s calm, but the disappointment underneath it hits harder than any argument. But she's right. I promised her quartz and delivered laminate. That small betrayal sits uncomfortably in my chest.

I sigh. "What can I do for you to look cool, then? More rent discount?" I ask, a bit grudgingly.

Her smile broadens. "That'd be nice," she says, her voice turning even more husky. "But I'm not so insatiable, Walter. I've decided to let it go."

My body feels warm suddenly, a strange prickling sensation at the back of my neck. I sense that she's up to something. Anya Petrov doesn't just "let things go." She's tenacious. It's one of the qualities I both admire and fear about her.

"Oh, that's... nice of you," I mumble, searching her face for clues.

She smirks. "But that's not to say, I don't want anything else from you." Her grey eyes roam over me, leaving a heated trail from my face down to my neck, my chest, waist. The look is so deliberate it feels almost like a physical touch.

"What do you have in mind?" My voice comes out gruff, rougher than I intended.

She carelessly eyes my center, lingering around there for a second, before looking up to meet my eyes. The boldness of her gaze makes my pulse quicken.

"Do you ever feel lonely, Walter?" she asks.

I swallow. What? The question seems to come from nowhere, yet it lands with precision, like she's found the soft spot in my armor. "Why do you ask that?"

"Because," she says, looking around my apartment with those observant eyes. "You hardly get out of your apartment. Besides, you're a writer. Always alone."

"Well, are you lonely? You're a writer as well." I'm deflecting, and we both know it.

"No I'm not. But I'm not always alone. I have friends. Many friends. Women, men. And I work outside my house. So are you lonely?" She repeats the question, refusing to let me wiggle free.

"Not really," I say, though the words feel hollow even to me. "I have my characters."

"Ah, that's right. I know what you mean." Something softens in her expression, a flash of understanding that makes me wonder if she really does know.

"What do you write?" I ask, hoping to steer the conversation into safer waters.

She pauses. "Just some chick lit."

"I see," I say with a nod, but I'm surprised by the answer. I thought she would be writing something more academic, dense literary criticism or perhaps experimental fiction. I wonder what exactly "chick lit" means in the hands of someone who lectures on Dostoevsky, but I refrain from asking her more questions. I'm still wondering what she's getting at by asking whether I'm lonely.

"You should go out more," she says, her finger tracing the spine of my book absently. "To meet friends."

I frown. "What are you getting at, Anya?" I ask. "Just say it." Directness isn't my strong suit, but neither is this strange dance we seem to be doing.

She chuckles. "Sorry. I don't mean to take up so much of your time. I just..." She meets my eyes again, and her voice is a bit husky when she speaks again. "I really want to get to know you more, Walter."

"Thank you. You already know quite a lot about me," I say, my heart starting to race. "You know I'm a landlord, a writer, and I'm single. That's all there is to know."

She raises an eyebrow. "I disagree," she says. "I don't know much about you. I’m not even sure whether you like women or men."

Shit. I curse silently. She is direct. I'm on the verge of telling her I'm straight, but have a second thought. Why should I tell her that? Why is she asking? The meaning behind her question lingers between us.

"What do you think?" I ask back, surprised by my own boldness.

She gazes at me with those stormy, gray eyes again. "Like I said, I'm not sure," her voice is husky again, making my blood warm. "I hope you like women. It would be a shame if you don't."

Fuck. She's flirting with me now. The realization strikes, leaving me breathless. Anya Petrov, the brilliant professor I've admired from a distance, is standing in my living room suggesting... what, exactly? Interest? Attraction? The possibility seems so improbable that I can't quite process it.

We lock eyes. I'm at a loss for words. I only stare at her like an idiot, my brain frantically trying to catch up with what's happening. Is this some sort of game? Another negotiating tactic? Or is she genuinely interested in me? The silence stretches between us, charged with something I can't quite name. Her lips curve slightly, and I find myself staring at them, wondering what they would feel like against mine.

I should say something. Anything. But the words won't come. I've spent months crafting sentences in my head and on paper, yet now, when it matters, language fails me completely. So I stand there, mute and frozen, as Anya looks at me with those knowing eyes, and I wonder what she sees.


CHAPTER 4
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Anya inches closer, and then, dropping the book on the coffee table, she hooks her hands around my neck, gazing up as if asking for permission, or testing my sexuality. I grunt, put my hand on her back and press her against me. She gasps and parts her lips, and I take the hint. I dive in and claim her pouty lips. She responds right away, opening her lips wider as I suck on them.

Before long, our tongues are dancing with each other, and our bodies rub against one another. The taste of her mouth is intoxicating, a hint of coffee and something sweeter. My brain struggles to process what's happening. This is Anya Petrov, the woman I've fantasized about for the past couple of years, pressing against me as if she can't get close enough.

We deepen our kiss, exploring each other's mouths. My hands travel under her shirt, finding the warm skin of her lower back. She moans and wriggles against me, the sound vibrating through my lips. Her body is softer than I imagined, yielding yet insistent against mine.

My cock twitches as it hardens, pressing into her belly. Seeking her warmth. I should be embarrassed, but Anya seems to take it as encouragement. She grinds against me, creating a delicious friction between us.

To my astonishment, she's down on her knees now, and her hands are adeptly doing my pants. Her fingers work the button and zipper with ease, her eyes never leaving mine.

"What're you doing, Anya?" I ask gruffly. My voice sounds strange to my own ears, strained and deep.

This can't be true. This is Anya Petrov. Professor of Russian literature at a respected university. The woman who quotes Tolstoy and analyzes Chekhov for a living. But it is happening. I'm not dreaming it up. Although I have done it many times in my imagination, the reality is far more vivid than any fantasy.

Anya's lips are wrapping around my thick girth, and she is relishing my meaty tip. Her mouth is hot and wet, and the visual of her blonde head nestling between my legs is enough to make me light-headed. The pleasure is immediate and overwhelming, so intense that I grip the edge of the coffee table to steady myself.

Fuck. Why is she doing it? For a countertop? Goddamn. She doesn't give up, does she? The thought intrudes, unwelcome but persistent. Is this some kind of elaborate negotiation tactic? Has she decided that if reason and tears won't work, perhaps pleasure will?

What should I do? Should I give her what she wants? Should I stop her? The questions swirl in my head, but they seem increasingly irrelevant as she takes me deeper. I can't think straight because my animal self is taking control of my rational self. The part of me that analyzes and overthinks is being systematically shut down by the primal part that only wants more of what she's offering.

I give up thinking. Just enjoy the moment. The moment my dream comes true. I've spent months imagining what it would be like to touch her, to taste her, and now she's the one tasting me. The irony isn't lost on me, but I'm beyond caring about literary devices.

I grip her shoulders instead. She's so fucking gorgeous. Her head is bobbing up and down along my length, her grey eyes are dreamy, lustful. They look up at me occasionally, gauging my reaction, seemingly pleased by what they see. Her mouth is warm, and she knows what she's doing. This isn't hesitant or exploratory. She moves with confidence and purpose.

I watch her as her cheeks hollow when she applies pressure to my manhood. She squeezes my base as she sucks the tip. She's playing me like an instrument. And she's playing very skillfully. What is she? A professor by day and what by night? What kind of “chick lit” does she write?

Talented woman. Obviously, she's good at not just teaching and writing, but also pleasuring a man. The thought should probably bother me more than it does, the idea that she's done this before, perhaps many times. But all I feel is gratitude and a kind of wonder. That someone like her would want someone like me.

Her tongue swirls around the sensitive tip, and my hips buck involuntarily. She takes it in stride, adjusting her rhythm to match my movements. The sight of her on her knees, her lips stretched around me, her eyes half-closed in what looks like genuine enjoyment, is almost too much to bear.

I'm not going to last long. Not with the skilled attention she's giving me, not with the months of pent-up desire finally finding release. I try to focus on something else, anything else, to prolong the moment. I think about the countertop, about the lease agreement, about the stack of bills waiting on my desk. But none of it works. The pleasure builds, inexorable and demanding.

She must sense my struggle because she increases her pace, her movements becoming more deliberate, more targeted. She knows exactly what she's doing, exactly what will push me over the edge. And I'm powerless to resist it. The pressure builds at the base of my spine, a gathering storm of sensation that threatens to overwhelm me.

My breath comes in ragged gasps now, my hands clenching and unclenching at my sides. I want to touch her, to guide her, but I'm reluctant to break the spell, to somehow remind her that this is me, Walter the landlord, not whoever she imagines when she closes her eyes.

So I let her take control, surrendering to the rhythm she establishes, to the pleasure she bestows. My hands move up to cup her face. I tilt it up and see her eyes, bright from what she's doing, and I push further down her mouth.

She gags a bit, but composes herself. She holds me in her mouth without moving, and then, slowly, she unbuttons her shirt, unclasps her bra, and shows me the pair of full breasts that I've glimpsed at but never had the pleasure of seeing the entire picture.

"You're so beautiful, Anya," I murmur. Her skin is pale, perfect, the curves of her breasts full and topped with rosy nipples that have hardened in the cool air of my apartment.

"Thank you, Walter," she says after letting me out with a pop. "They are for you to enjoy." Her voice is husky, confident, the voice of a woman who knows her power.

I haven't fully understood her meaning when she captures my cock in her cleavage. Goddamn. This is heavenly. She presses her breasts together, creating a warm channel for me to thrust into. The sight makes me jolt, and Anya chuckles.

"No need to be so excited, cowboy," she says throatily, stroking me before pushing her breasts against me. The endearment should sound ridiculous, but from her lips, it sends a shiver down my spine.

I thrust right away, along the pillowy, yet firm, valley of her breasts. The exquisite sensation makes my head swim. The friction is different from her mouth, but no less pleasurable. The visual alone is enough to bring me close to the edge: Anya on her knees, her shirt open, her breasts wrapped around me, her lips parted slightly as she watches my reaction.

"I'm gonna come soon," I warn her, feeling the telltale tightening at the base of my spine. The pressure has been building since she first kissed me, and I can't hold back much longer.

"Go ahead, landlord," she says with a coquettish smile. "Spill your cum on my tits." The crude language from those refined lips, from the mouth that lectures on Pushkin and Turgenev, sends a jolt of pleasure through me.

Fuck. That does it. The tidal wave surges through, faster than I intended, painting Anya's bosom with ropes of cream. Wave after wave of pleasure crashes over me as I empty myself onto her skin. I feel light-headed for a moment after I empty my lust onto the beautiful body in front of me, the release so intense that I have to grip the edge of the coffee table again to keep from staggering.

Anya scoops up a bit and licks it off her fingers. "Not bad," she says with a playful smile. The sight of her tasting me, her pink tongue darting out to clean her finger, nearly makes me hard again despite having just climaxed.

I grab the tissue box on the coffee table. I clean her up first, and then myself. The moment has shifted, the urgency gone, replaced by something more tender, almost reverent. I wipe her skin carefully, making sure to get every drop, treating her body with the respect it deserves.

Anya buttons her shirt, while I pull up my pants. The rustle of fabric seems loud in the quiet apartment. We don't speak, but the silence isn't uncomfortable. It's contemplative, a space for both of us to process what just happened.

She picks up the book from the sofa and heads to the door. "We should get together again soon, Walter," she says before leaving my apartment. The words are casual, but her eyes hold a promise that makes my recently spent cock twitch with interest.

The door clicks shut behind her, and I'm alone again. The apartment seems emptier somehow, as if she took some vital energy with her when she left.

Damn. What just happened? The question repeats in my mind as I try to make sense of the last twenty minutes. Is giving me a blow job what she wanted from me? No way. That doesn't track. A woman like Anya could have any man she wanted. Why choose her boring landlord?

Did I underestimate Anya? Did I misunderstand her? With these questions, I step into the bathroom. I run the faucet and splash water onto my face. The cold shock helps clear my head a little, but the questions remain.

As I dry my face, I catch my reflection in the mirror. I look the same, but I don't feel the same. Something has changed, some fundamental understanding of myself and of Anya. I thought I had her figured out: the demanding tenant, the brilliant academic, the beautiful woman out of my league. But she turns out to be more complicated than that, more surprising.

And then, as I hang up the towel, I realize that there's something else I can do for Anya. The bathroom of Unit 3 can use a countertop too. And I can definitely get her a quartz one. Not as a payment for what just happened. That would cheapen it, turn something genuine into a transaction. But as a gesture, a recognition of what she wants and what I can give.

It's a small thing, really. A stone surface in a room she'll use every day. But sometimes the small things matter most. I reach for the phone and locate Paul’s number. I need him to order the quartz right away and have the work done before Anya moves in. I want it to be a surprise, something she discovers when she first walks through the door of her new apartment.


CHAPTER 5
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They sneak into her house through the back door, laughing softly like the teenagers they still seem to be. But Peter feels every one of his forty years as he follows her up the narrow staircase to her bedroom. The room looks exactly as he remembers. A poster of The Killers hangs slightly askew, one corner curling from the wall. Stuffed animals line the shelves in neat rows, and snapshots of friends are tucked into the mirror’s frame. The single bed, dressed in a lavender comforter, looks both innocent and full of promise.

I pause my typing and close my eyes for a moment, picturing the scene clearly. Amelia. My college girlfriend. Her apartment looked just like that. The stuffed animals were baboons and chimpanzees. I remember the first time I stepped into her room. It was the first time I’d ever been inside a girl’s bedroom.

My heart was pounding so hard it felt like I’d just robbed a bank. I probably stood there for five straight minutes pretending to study her Killers poster so I wouldn’t have to say anything. I was so nervous I could barely form a sentence. She laughed, that easy laugh of hers, and told me to relax.

I let out a long breath and rub my eyes, wondering what she’s doing now. I’ve been thinking about her a lot lately, ever since I started writing this time-travel book. I even looked her up online two days ago, but found almost nothing. She isn’t listed on any university websites or research pages anymore, though her name still appears in a few old academic reports.

I push back my chair and stretch before heading into the kitchen for another cup of coffee. Outside, the courtyard hums with activity. It’s busier than usual for a Friday night. From my window, I spot a couple walking toward Unit 6. Anya moved in a few days ago. Right—she’s hosting a housewarming party tonight. She even slipped an invitation into my mailbox.

I hesitate, wondering if I should go. The couple passing by looks like the scholarly type, the sort of people who would talk about journals and conferences all night. I doubt I’d fit in. I’m not much of a party person anyway. And honestly, I’m not sure how to act around Anya after what happened between us. Just thinking about her mouth on me makes my pulse quicken again.

I shake it off and sit back down to write. In my story, Peter and Amber are about to make love for the first time. I stop for a second, remembering my own first time with Amelia. She was a virgin. I wasn’t. I already had a little experience, just one brief, strange encounter with Marie, my mother’s best friend.

A series of impatient knocks pulls me out of my thoughts. I blink, take a breath, and rise from my chair. Whoever it is, they’ve chosen a strange time to visit. I hope it isn’t an emergency plumbing issue. Probably someone with a complaint. I get up anyway and head for the door.

Anya stands there, and my heart does a quiet somersault. She looks stunning. Her off-the-shoulder red dress shows just enough skin to make it impossible not to notice, and her hair is pinned up in a loose bun that seems designed to fall apart by midnight. There’s a slow, knowing look in her eyes that catches me completely off guard.

“Good evening, Walter,” she says with a warm smile, her gray eyes bright and playful.

“Good evening, Anya.” I steady my voice and try to hold her gaze, forcing my eyes to stay where they belong. “What can I do for you?”

She rolls her eyes. “Come on, you make it sound like I only show up when I need something.”

“You don’t?” I ask, a trace of humor slipping out before I can stop it.

“No,” she says. “Not tonight. I came to invite you to my party.”

“Oh,” I reply. “Thanks. I got your invitation, but I’m not much of a party person.”

“I know,” she says, smiling as if she’s been expecting that answer. “That’s exactly why I came. You barely leave your apartment. You need to meet people.”

I hesitate, trying to find a polite way to explain that the last thing I want is to make small talk with a group of academics. But before I can say anything, she seems to read my mind.

“Some of them are colleagues,” she says, “but others are just friends. They’re good people, not the pretentious kind.”

I can’t help but chuckle. Her ability to see through me is disarming. “It’s not that,” I start to protest. “I’m just in the middle of writing something.”

“I see.” Her tone softens, but she doesn’t step back. “You might get some inspiration if you come. My friend Gabby has been dying to meet you.”

“Gabby?” I repeat, searching my memory until I recall the petite brunette who helped her pack last week.

“Yes. She read your book and loved it. Gabby is my colleague at the university. She teaches French.”

“She read my book?” I say, uncertain whether to be flattered or mortified.

“She spotted it on my desk,” Anya says with a grin. “I couldn’t stop her.”

“That’s all right.” The thought that someone actually enjoyed my writing stirs something pleasant in me. For the first time, the idea of going doesn’t sound so bad.

“I like the book too, Walter,” Anya says quietly. Her gaze lingers on me as she steps closer, close enough that I catch the faint scent of her perfume. She slips her arms around my neck in an easy, teasing embrace. “Come on, just for one night. Stop hiding in here and have a little fun. The book will still be here when you get back. Who knows, maybe it’ll even thank you for it.”

Her voice, her touch, her scent—everything about her makes it difficult to say no.

"Okay," I say with a smile.

She smiles and leans in to kiss me. "Thanks for the quartz countertop, too. It's beautiful," she says after pulling away. Her husky voice makes my cock stir.

I groan softly, "You're welcome. I'm glad you like it."

A moment later, I’m wearing a presentable shirt and a pair of slacks, making my way toward Anya’s unit. When was the last time I went to a party? I try to remember. College? No. I went to a few after I started working. Colleagues’ house parties, birthdays, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. But I stopped going after a while. It all started to feel routine and dull, especially since I always showed up alone.

The door to Anya’s apartment is open. Warm light spills into the courtyard, along with bursts of laughter. The living room is already packed with about a dozen people.

I stand in the doorway, scanning for Anya while also taking in the living room.

Her old furniture fits surprisingly well in the remodeled Spanish-style space. There’s the antique cabinet with its carved doors, the couch draped with a hand-crocheted cover, and a coffee table with worn edges that somehow make it more inviting.

The built-in shelves she insisted on having are already packed with books, framed photos, and small pieces of art. Even from the doorway, I can see how carefully everything is placed, though I can’t tell if there’s any real order to it. The walls hold more artwork, mostly prints, with a few that look like original watercolors.

It feels as if she’s been living here forever, not just a few days. I notice some things I don’t remember from her old place in Unit 5. A few new paintings, maybe a different lamp. And that coffee table definitely looks new.

My eyes find Anya across the room, talking animatedly with a small group of guests. I’m still debating whether to go over and say hello when Edwin from Unit 4 spots me and waves.

“Hey, Walter,” he calls out. “Didn’t expect to see you at a party.”

I chuckle. Edwin and his partner, Alan, have lived here longer than anyone including me—over five years now. Good tenants. Always pleasant, always on time with the rent.

“Anya convinced me,” I admit.

“No wonder,” he says, giving me a look and wiggling his eyebrows.

What’s that supposed to mean? I suppress a frown. Does he know? Anya and that couple have always seemed close, but how close, exactly?

I force a polite laugh just as a woman in her thirties steps up to us. She gives Edwin a nod before turning to me.

“You must be Walter,” she says.

“I am,” I reply. “And you’re Gabrielle, Anya’s friend?”

“Yes, I am,” She smiles and offers her hand. “Call me Gabby.”

“Nice to meet you, Gabby,” I say, shaking her hand as Edwin excuses himself and walks off to join Alan.

“It’s nice to finally meet you. Anya talks about you all the time,” Gabby says.

“She does?” I ask, chuckling as I take her in. She’s wearing a cotton midi dress with abstract prints in blues and greens. It fits her perfectly, flattering her figure without trying too hard. Sexy, but in a quiet, confident way. Her caramel waves fall just above her shoulders. Her light brown eyes are so bright it’s hard to look away.

While I’m still caught staring, she says something in a foreign language, a quick string of words I can’t make out.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t speak French.”

Gabby laughs softly. “That wasn’t French,” she says. “It was German.”

“Oh,” I reply, feeling heat rise in my face. “Sorry about that.”

“No worries,” she says, still smiling. “I just thought you might understand because of your last name.”

“I see. I believe my great-grandfather was from Germany, but that’s about it. I didn’t inherit the language—just the last name and an occasional craving for sauerkraut.” I surprise myself with how talkative I’ve become. What’s gotten into me? I’m not the party type. But there’s something about Gabby that makes me want to impress her.

Gabby laughs. “Well, you clearly didn’t inherit your sense of humor from your great-grandfather either,” she says. “No wonder Anya’s such a fan of yours. She even picked your place over mine.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, feeling my cheeks warm again.

“I offered her my waterfront house, but she wanted to stay here instead.”

It sinks in. Anya mentioned something about that when she was complaining about the laminated countertop.

“No worries,” Gabby says, her gaze moving slowly over me from head to toe. “I can see why. She has good taste. You’re not only smart, but pretty damn attractive too.”

Shit. Did she really just say that? My face feels hot, and I have no idea how to respond to a compliment like that from someone I just met. Is she flirting, or just teasing? And what exactly is going on between her and Anya?

Anya picks the perfect moment to appear. “So, Walter,” she says, smiling. “I see you’ve already met your new fan.”

I blink, not sure what she means. “What do you mean?”

Gabby’s smile softens, warmer now. “I was just about to tell you. I love your book.”

Right. The book. The reason I came in the first place. I’d almost forgotten. I can’t tell if she’s just being polite, but it doesn’t really matter. “Thank you,” I say, then add with a hint of humor, “Maybe you’ll translate it into French for me.”

Gabby lifts an eyebrow. “No problem. I could also do it in German if you like.”

My mouth opens in surprise. “That’s even better. Are you serious?”

“Of course,” she says. “I’ve translated plenty of academic papers for colleagues. A novel would be a nice change. Especially one I actually enjoyed reading.”

“Gabby came to the country in her late teens,” Anya says, her hand brushing my elbow. “Same as me. Similar stories. We became friends not long after I started at West LA University.”

“The lonely immigrants club,” Gabby says with a laugh.

After a pause, Anya’s fingers rest lightly on my arm as she guides me farther into the living room. She introduces me to a blur of names and faces: professors from her department, a member of a writing group she used to attend, and someone’s husband who works in publishing. Everyone is polite, though I notice a few curious glances, as if they’re trying to figure out what exactly I am to her.

The wine keeps circulating, and the air buzzes with talk of books, research, and creative projects. I start to loosen up despite my earlier hesitation. These people aren’t as pretentious as I feared. Or maybe it’s just the wine working its magic.


CHAPTER 6
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"Let me show you around," Anya whispers after we've completed a full circuit of the living room. She pulls me up the stairs, away from the main gathering.

“This is the bathroom,” she announces, pushing open the door beside her bedroom with a dramatic sweep. “The famous quartz countertop.”

The bathroom is spacious for an apartment this old. The countertop gleams under recessed lighting, veins of gray and white threading through the polished surface. Paul did a great job. Anya runs her fingers over it, almost affectionately.

"It's beautiful, Walter," she says, her voice dropping to something more intimate. "Just what I wanted."

Before I can respond, she's closed the door behind us, the click of the lock unnaturally loud in the small space.

"What are you doing?" I ask, though I know exactly what she's doing as she steps closer, backing me against the counter.

"Thanking you properly," she murmurs. Her mouth finds mine, her kiss tasting of wine and something spicier. Her hands slide under my shirt, cool against my warm skin.

I respond without thinking, my hands settling on her hips, pulling her closer. The bathroom suddenly feels too small and definitely too hot. She makes a soft noise against my mouth that sends blood rushing south.

Her hands slide under my shirt, her nails brushing softly against my stomach. I let out a grunt, and she smiles against my neck. The scent of her perfume fills the air—fresh and citrusy, blending with the warmth of her skin.

She nudges me back, both gentle and insistent, until the edge of the countertop presses against my thighs. I can't help but wonder if she's about to make me sit on it. It’s a ridiculous thought, given what the countertop is meant for.

Instead, she presses her body against mine, fitting perfectly along my frame. Her lips glide down my jaw as her fingers deftly work to unbutton my shirt.

It's strange how the lively party goes on just a few steps below us, creating a stark contrast with the bright lighting and the hard quartz countertop under me. But this difference only adds to the excitement of the moment, making it even more tempting.

"You look a little nervous, landlord," she teases, her lips brushing against my earlobe. "And I find you adorable when you're anxious."

Adorable? That’s new. “I’m not nervous,” I reply. “It’s just that there are guests around.”

“Forget about them,” she says with a smile. “They’re having a good time, and so are we.”

Her hand glides up to my chest, fingers spreading wide, sensing my heartbeat pounding like a trapped creature.

My hands act on their own and reach behind her to the zipper at the back of her dress. I hesitate, but she arches her back in invitation. The zipper moves with the quietest rasp, and the fabric slips off her shoulders. She’s wearing a black strapless bra, nothing else between it and her skin. I catch my breath at the sight of her cleavage, remembering what I did with it the last time.

She doesn’t give me time to gawk. She pulls my shirt off entirely and tosses it onto the closed toilet seat, then, with surprising strength, pushes me down so I’m half-sitting, half-leaning on the countertop. She kisses me again, harder this time, and I feel her hands working at my belt.

I can stop her if I want, but I let her take the lead. Partly because I don’t know what else to do, and partly because I’m eager to see what she’s about to do. I would like to have her mouth on me again. Her hands are skillful. My pants are unzipped and open before I know it, and she slides her palm over the front of my boxers. I can’t bite back the low groan that escapes me.

Anya kneels, and my heart pounds like a drum in my chest. Excitement surges as I meet her gaze, but a flicker of panic darts through my mind. Getting caught in such a compromising position with a tenant can’t bode well for business, can it? What if someone walks in? What if the bathroom door isn’t as sturdy as it appears? But then her hands are on me, and all rational thought vanishes.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispers as she gazes up at me, her eyes filled with longing. Her hands keep moving, unhurried, almost reverent in one minute, while urgent and playful in the next. The combination of sensation and surprise makes my knees wobble.

“I’ve missed you, too,” I confess as I grip the edge of the countertop, trying not to let my legs buckle.

This encourages her. She smirks, tightens her grasp and quickens her pace. I grunt, and can’t help but thrust into her hands. Strands of hair loosen from her vigorous movement, and her bra slowly slides down.

My eyes fall onto the valley of her perky breasts, recalling the cushiony sensation they offered the last time. My cock jolts at the memory of my semen splashing on her beautiful body and I have to bite back the urge to come.

Anya stops and stands, eyes glittering. While I’m still catching my breath, she presses herself against me, her dress now pooled around her waist, her legs bare and cool against mine. She fumbles with her own bra clasp, and it drops to the floor, revealing firm, perfect breasts with rose-colored nipples already hard. I reach for them, unable to resist, and she lets out a sigh that vibrates through my chest.

We’re not even properly undressed, but there is a kind of urgent inevitability to the way she hoists herself up onto the countertop, hitching her skirt up as she does. She pulls me close, and kisses me again.

“I need you inside me, Walter,” she murmurs into my ear, as if her intentions weren’t already crystal clear.

“I know,” I reply, lacking a better response. My fingers find her panties, which are little more than strings. The small piece of fabric is soaked through. Groaning softly, I manage to pull them off her.

Once she’s free of that barrier, Anya wraps her legs around my hips. I guide myself to her center, which is invitingly open, and slide up and down her slick slit. She moans, moving against me as if trying to coax me closer. Before long, the tip of my cock finds its way into her entrance, slipping into her warmth as if it were meant to be. The moment we connect, I mutter a satisfying curse, momentarily forgetting every concern I’ve ever had about neighbors, parties, or even the meaning of life.

I thrust into her inviting, silky walls. She is eager yet resistant at the same time. I’m stuck halfway, watching her face twist with a mix of lust and apology.

“You’re too big, landlord,” she jokes, a playful glint in her eyes. “My toys aren’t comparable.”

Toys? Fuck me. I can’t help but picture Anya, or Professor Petrov, sprawled on her bed, lost in pleasure with a dildo. The thought makes my cock twitch, and I catch the widening of her eyes. “Let’s try something else.”

She releases her grip on me and leans back, propping herself up with her hands. With a graceful movement, she raises her pelvis, revealing her beautiful pink pussy. I don’t hesitate to stroke her ripe sex, feeling her silky folds beneath my fingers as I tease her swollen clit.

I watch as her eyes darken with arousal, her wetness pooling as she arches her back, her firm breasts begging for attention. I lean in, taking each nipple into my mouth, making them round and hard. Her moans are sweet music, praising my skills.

I could go on forever, relishing the way she writhes under my touch. She feels different now; the commanding woman has melted away, leaving behind a compliant creature. I’m eager to plunge into her, fulfilling her desire, but I hold back. I tease her with my tongue and fingers, drawing out her pleasure until she gasps, “Enough, Walter. I need you, now.”

I know what she wants, but I don’t give it to her yet. Instead, I thrust a finger into her heat. She whimpers, her pleasure mingled with a hint of annoyance. “Stop teasing me, Walter,” she says, frustration lacing her voice.

I raise an eyebrow, still refusing to relent. “Say please, Anya.”

She narrows her eyes at me. “You’re being silly.” I shrug and swirl my fingers along her walls. She curses under her breath. “Fuck me, Walter,” she pleads. “Please.”

I chuckle softly. “You look adorable when you’re horny, Anya.” With a grunt, I thrust into her for the second time, this time all the way to the hilt. Anya lets out a groan loud enough for her guests to hear from the living room. The noise hushes for a moment, followed by low murmurs and snickers. Everyone knows what’s happening, without a doubt. I hesitate, glancing at Anya, but she shows no sign of concern. “Don’t stop,” she whispers. “Please.”

I happily oblige her request, continuing our not-so-secret rendezvous. I plunge into her with pent-up energy, while Anya becomes unrestrained, surrendering to her edging desire as she meets me thrust for thrust.

Tension coils within me as my hips thrust like a propeller, driving deeper into Anya. Her inner muscles clench around me, and I can feel her heels digging into my back, urging me on.

“There, harder, yes, yes!” she cries out.

And just like that, the dam bursts. My desire surges forth, hot and abundant, merging with her like a tidal wave crashing onto the shore. I collapse against her, panting, our bodies still entwined. We linger in this intimate embrace for a heartbeat, until a knock at the door interrupts us.

“Anya?” Gabby calls from the hallway, followed by another knock. “Some people are leaving and want to say goodbye.”

Anya pulls back, her lips swollen and her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Just a minute,” she replies, her voice remarkably steady.

She quickly puts on her dress and smooths her hair, regaining her poise. Before unlocking the door, she glances back at me with a playful smile. “Well, that was fun, Mr. Landlord. But we should definitely do it on the bed next time.”

With that, she steps out, leaving me leaning against the cool quartz countertop, breathless and trying to steady my racing heart. Next time? Hell Yes.


CHAPTER 7
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The sand gives way beneath my feet as I jog along the shore. Santa Monica beach stretches before me like an empty canvas, the morning sun painting shadows across its surface. I gulp in the salty air, feeling alive for the first time in days. My lungs burn with each breath, reminding me how long it's been since I last kept up this habit. Night owls like me aren't meant for dawn patrols, but there's something about this hour that makes me wonder if I've been getting it wrong all these years.

The waves crash in gentle rhythm to my left, foaming white at the edges before receding back into the vast blue. A few early risers dot the shoreline. An elderly couple walking hand in hand. A woman in a wetsuit paddling out on her surfboard. A man throwing a tennis ball for his golden retriever. They all seem to understand something I've been missing while hunched over my keyboard at midnight, chasing words that come easier in darkness.

I check my watch. A quarter past seven. The day is still young, full of possibility. My breath comes in short bursts now. I'm not as fit as I was when I taught high school and had to keep up with teenagers all day. Back then, I'd sometimes jog during lunch breaks, using the school track when it was empty. Now I'm lucky if I lace up my running shoes once a week.

It's difficult to maintain any routine when you're a night person. After sunset is when my creativity flourishes, when the noise of the day has settled and I can finally hear my own thoughts. That's when the words flow onto the page without resistance. But perhaps I've been too rigid. This beach in the morning is something special, something worth adjusting for.

The air tastes cleaner somehow. Fewer people means fewer cars, less exhaust, less of the general human commotion that builds throughout the day. The light hits differently too, gentler, more honest, before the harsh noon sun flattens everything out. I make a decision as I turn around and head back toward Seaview Villas. I'll try this again tomorrow. Maybe the discipline of morning writing could replace my nocturnal habits.

By the time I reach the villas, sweat has soaked through my shirt and my calves ache pleasantly. The Spanish-style buildings look different in this light, the stucco walls glowing warm against the blue sky. I inherited this place from my father three years ago, and sometimes I still feel like a visitor rather than the owner.

After a shower that washes away the salt and sand, I make a cup of coffee in the French press, the good stuff I save for mornings when I need the extra motivation. I sit at my small kitchen table with toast and eggs, pulling out my copy of Tom Jones. I've been reading it slowly, savoring it only during meals, so I'm just halfway through.

Tom’s been thrown out of Paradise Hall—banished by Allworthy after Blifil’s lies about drinking and fighting. Poor bastard. He’s lost Sophia too, thanks to that pompous hypocrite, and now she’s being pushed toward Blifil of all people. So Tom wanders the countryside, heartbroken but still somehow decent, still chasing trouble and women in equal measure.

I can’t help laughing at Fielding’s sharp eye for human folly. Some things never change, and that’s why the classics last.

I rinse my coffee mug in the sink, shifting mental gears from reader to landlord. Paul finished remodeling Unit 5, Anya's old apartment, two days ago. I put an ad on RentalHaven yesterday and should check for inquiries. The unit should rent quickly. It's summer, prime moving season, and the location is excellent.

I open my laptop and log in, expecting to see at least twenty messages from interested parties. Instead, I frown at the number next to my inbox. Only two? That can't be right. I click through to the listing to see what might be wrong.

Ah. There it is. The note I conscientiously included: "Note: This unit shares a wall with the neighboring apartment. Some light noise from next door (baby crying occasionally) can be heard at times."

Honesty is my policy, but it's clearly costing me potential renters. I consider deleting the line but decide against it. Better to be upfront than deal with angry tenants later. There have to be people out there who aren't bothered by a baby's occasional crying. Not everyone is as finicky as Anya.

The thought of Anya sends an unexpected wave of lust through me. It's been just two days since our encounter in her bathroom, but my body still responds to the memory with embarrassing eagerness. I can recall the tangy smell of fresh grout and the burning cold of the quartz countertop against my palms as she pushed herself against me. Her breathy thank you for my gift took on a whole new meaning.

I shake my head, forcing myself back to the task at hand. The first inquiry is from someone named Todd, asking if the rent is negotiable. The second is from a woman named Maddy, requesting to see the place this afternoon. I respond positively to both, telling Todd I have some flexibility on price and scheduling Maddy for two in the afternoon.

With the landlord duties handled, I close the browser window and open my manuscript. I find the chapter of my time-travel novel that needs serious work. My protagonist, Peter, has just arrived in 1980s Seattle, hoping to find out how his parents met, and maybe understand why it all went wrong. The premise probably says too much about my own regrets, but fiction is where I work through the what-ifs that never stop echoing.

I work straight for three hours, getting up only to refill my water glass or grab a quick sandwich for lunch. The creative surge carries me through multiple pages of revisions. In this flow state, I forget that I'm a forty-year-old landlord with no publishing credits to my name. I'm just a writer, doing what I was meant to do.

The intercom buzzes, yanking me from the eighties back to the present. I glance at the clock. Two o’clock already? I answer reluctantly, hearing a young woman's voice through the background noise of traffic.

"Hi, I'm here about the apartment for rent? We had an appointment."

I rub my eyes, attempting to shift mental gears again. "Right. Come on up. I'll let you in."

The creative spell is broken. Back to being a landlord.

I unlock the gate to let the visitor in, instructing her to come to my unit first. When I open the door and stand face-to-face with the young woman on my threshold, my heart performs an unwelcome acrobatic routine. She is beautiful in a way that strikes me as both new and hauntingly familiar. Her smile, wide and confident, freezes slightly as our eyes meet. I know her from somewhere, but my brain refuses to make the connection.

The woman's mouth falls open. "Oh my God! Mr. Haines!"

That voice instantly dislodges something buried deep in my memory. A classroom at Whitman High. The persistent visitor during my office hours for nearly three months straight. Blue eyes, dark hair, and long slender legs stretched to the edge of my desk as she asked questions about Sylvia Plath that were far beyond the curriculum.

"Madison?" I mutter, disbelief coating each syllable. "What are you doing here?"

She grins, revealing the same perfect teeth I remember, though the braces are long gone. "I'm here to see the apartment. I got your email this morning. You told me to come."

"Oh. You are Maddy, of course." I find myself suddenly bereft of words, my vocabulary shrunk to the size of a pebble. "What a coincidence."

"Yeah. Small world!" she says, her smile returning full force. "So can I see the unit?"

"Of course," I mutter. "Just a minute. Let me get the key."

I retreat to my apartment, closing the door perhaps a bit too firmly behind me. In the sanctuary of my living room, I try to think. What am I going to do? I can't let Madison live here. She's brilliant, one of the few students who actually loved literature for its own sake. But she was also somewhat obsessive. About me.

Her persistent office visits had been flattering at first, then concerning. I recall that impulsive kiss she planted on my cheek, which led to my decision to avoid her. I had requested that she email her questions instead of visiting in person. She never did.

I retrieve the key to Unit 5 from the hook by the door, strengthening my resolve. I'll just tell her about the baby noise. Emphasize it. Make it sound unbearable. No one wants to live next to a noisy infant, especially a college student.

When I step back outside, the afternoon light illuminates Madison's new look. She's no longer the slender girl I remember. Her body has filled out with womanly curves, her dark straight hair now styled in layers that frame her face. She's wearing makeup that makes her blue eyes pop, giving her a much more mature appearance than the fresh-faced sophomore who once lingered after class to discuss literature.

She must be around twenty-one or twenty-two now. She was always bright, good enough for any Ivy League school, but her mind had been set on Berkeley. She got accepted, of course, and left Whitman a year before I did.

"So, how have you been, Mr. Haines, or should I call you Landlord?" Madison asks as we walk across the courtyard toward Unit 5. Her voice carries that same teasing lilt I remember, playful on the surface but with something more complicated underneath.

I clear my throat, annoyed at the warmth spreading through my midsection. This girl is trouble. What does she want? Is it really a coincidence that she's here, looking at my property, or did she somehow know?

"I love you, Mr. Haines." The memory of those words crashes over me again. They had been followed by that impulsive kiss. I had seen it coming but was still caught off guard when her lips pressed against my cheek, lingering a second too long. I recall vividly how I responded.

I had maintained my composure, though my heart raced treacherously. I told her coldly that she didn't know what love was, that her feelings were a product of her age and our intellectual connection, nothing more. I told her she had to leave my office. Her face had turned red, and then tears brimmed in her eyes before she rushed out the door.

That was the last time she ever visited my office. She continued in my class, sitting in the back row, her hand no longer shooting up to answer every question. Her essays remained brilliant, but the spark was gone. I had extinguished it.

I felt terrible about making her cry. But what could I have done? Such a relationship was forbidden, and the girl was only sixteen. It was the end of her sophomore year. I did the right thing, but it didn't feel good. It still doesn't.


CHAPTER 8
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As I open the door to Unit 5, I search for a neutral topic. "How was Berkeley?" I ask. "Did you graduate on time?" I step aside to let Madison enter first, careful not to watch her too closely as she crosses the threshold.

Madison runs her fingertips along the wall as she walks in. "I didn't like Berkeley," she says, turning to face me. "I transferred back to UCLA in my freshman year. So my graduation is delayed a bit. I'll graduate next year."

"I see." I'm surprised. Madison was ambitious and had turned down UCLA specifically for Berkeley. She'd written her college application essay on Joan Didion, arguing that the writer's Berkeley years had shaped her voice in ways that wouldn't have happened elsewhere. Madison had been so certain. "UCLA is a good school."

She shrugs, glancing around the empty living room. "Not as good as Berkeley."

"I thought you didn't like it there," I say, confused by her contradictory statements.

"The school is great. But I was just stressed out. And I missed Hailey, my sister." She walks toward the kitchen, her shoes clicking on the hardwood floors.

Right. Madison spoke to me about her sister quite often during those office hour visits. Their parents were divorced, and she and Hailey lived with their mother's new family. Madison had mentioned feeling like an outsider in her own home, finding refuge in books and school.

"Didn't your sister also go to UCLA?" I ask, following her at a safe distance.

"Yes. She graduated last year. She convinced me to go there eventually." Another shrug, dismissive of what I know was once a major life decision for her.

"Again, it's a good school," I say, trying to make her feel better about her choice. I remember how important academic prestige was to sixteen-year-old Madison.

We move through the apartment slowly. The Spanish colonial revival style is evident in every room. Arched doorways separate the living room from the dining area. The kitchen has terra cotta floor tiles that Paul insisted on keeping during the renovation. The bathroom features decorative blue and yellow tiles around the mirror. High ceilings with exposed wooden beams add character to the bedroom. The windows are large but framed with thick stucco walls, keeping the interior cool even on hot summer days.

"This place was built in the 1930s," I explain, emphasizing its age. "The electrical has been updated, but it's still old fashioned. Not like those modern apartments with open floor plans and stainless steel appliances." I'm hoping the dated charm might be a turnoff for a young woman used to contemporary comforts.

Madison trails her hand along the bedroom doorframe, a smile playing at her lips. "I like it old," she says, her eyes meeting mine. "I like old things. Old songs, old movies, older men..." She lets the sentence hang between us, a hook I refuse to bite.

I chuckle, sounding forced even to my own ears, while inwardly cursing. It was something she had said to me before, during one of our discussions about literature. She had claimed to prefer Fitzgerald to any contemporary author because, as she put it, "there's something about the past that's just more romantic."

I pray silently for the baby next door to cry, to punctuate this moment with a reminder of why this apartment would be inconvenient. But no such luck. The neighboring unit remains suspiciously quiet.

"I mentioned in the listing that there might be occasional baby crying noise," I say, moving back toward the living room window that faces the neighboring unit. "The walls between the units aren't as soundproof as modern construction."

Madison nods, trailing behind me. "I know, and I don't mind. I'm used to noises. The apartment I share with my roommate has plenty—loud music, couples fighting, having sex, car alarms... you name it." She leans against the window sill, the sunlight haloing her dark hair. "Baby noise is nothing. I know how to handle it."

Damn. I curse silently. I can't let her move in. Madison is dangerous. She's a temptress, skilled at drawing out my darker impulses. I wasn't a saint when she was my student. I had fantasized about her, especially after she told me she loved me. Those short plaid skirts she wore, just above the knee. The way she'd bend right in front of my desk, ostensibly to tie her shoelaces or pick up something she'd probably intentionally dropped on the floor.

Yes, I'd caught glimpses of her panties. And I'd had the urge to spank the naughty girl, to teach her a lesson about appropriate boundaries. But I never acted on those dirty fantasies. I'd maintained my self-control, redirected those thoughts, and remained professional.

But now, standing next to Madison in an empty apartment that I own, her fruity perfume clouding my judgment, I feel that same forbidden attraction threatening to undermine my fortress of propriety. I can't lose it.

Why not? A treacherous voice whispers in my head. She isn't your student anymore. Neither is she underage. She's an adult woman, and judging by her comments, still willing...

Stop it. I take a deep breath, forcing myself to look at the view through the window instead of at Madison. The girl is trouble. She always has been. I need to keep my distance, maintain control, remember who I am supposed to be.

I bring up what I hope will make Madison think twice about renting the apartment.

"The closet space is limited," I say, gesturing toward the bedroom. "Modern wardrobes probably won't fit. And there's no central air conditioning, just the wall unit in the living room."

Madison steps away from the window and moves toward me, close enough that I can smell her shampoo. “It seems pretty spacious to me,” she says, glancing around and looking pleased. “I love the simplicity.”

"Are you going to share it with someone?" I ask, gesturing at the modest space around us. "The rent isn't cheap, and you're still in college." I try to sound concerned rather than discouraging, but I'm not sure I succeed.

"I am," she says, nodding. "With Hailey."

Of course. I should have guessed. I nod slowly, searching for another angle. "Is she working?"

"She is," Madison says, leaning against the kitchen counter with casual confidence. "Don't worry, we both can afford the rent."

I shrug to hide my embarrassment at questioning her finances. "Just making sure you're aware of the cost. I'm sure there are more affordable places near Westwood."

"I know," Madison says. Her blue eyes meet mine directly, unflinching. "I've lived around there for two years. Palms, Culver City, Hollywood... I don't want cheap places anymore. I want to live near the beach. Santa Monica is perfect. Not too far from campus, and close to Hailey's workplace."

Damn. She sounds like she's set her mind on the place. I'm running out of excuses.

"Are you sure it isn't too small for the two of you? I mean, it's a one-bedroom..."

Madison straightens up, her expression shifting from patient to annoyed. "Mr. Haines," she says, "it sounds like you don't want to rent me the place. Why?"

Her directness catches me off guard, though it shouldn't. She was always sharp as a tack, never one to dance around an issue. I hesitate, scrambling for a response that won't reveal my true concerns.

"Not at all, Madison," I say finally. "I'd be delighted to have you here. It's just that as a landlord, I have to make sure you can afford the place."

"Like I said, I can." Madison takes a small checkbook from her purse, a surprisingly old-fashioned accessory for someone her age. "In fact, I'll give you a deposit right now."

My jaw drops slightly. This isn't how this was supposed to go. "You don't have to do it now," I say quickly. "Go home and think about it. Talk it over with your sister..."

"No, I would like to pay you now." She clicks her pen, poised to write. "Hailey says wherever I pick, she wouldn't mind."

"Okay, then," I say, despite knowing I'm making a terrible mistake. The words feel like betrayal in my mouth. "The place is yours."

Madison's face breaks into a radiant smile, and before I can step back, she throws herself at me, hooking her arms around my neck in a swift hug. Her cheek presses against mine for a brief moment, and she plants a light kiss there, just as she did five years ago in my office.

"Guess what?" she whispers, her breath warm against my ear. "I love you, Mr. Haines."

I freeze, not daring to move. But she pulls away quickly, laughing at my stunned expression.

"Relax," she says, writing out the check. "That was a joke. Sort of."

I don't know what to say to that, so I focus on practical matters. "We should go to my place to sign the rental agreement."

We walk back across the courtyard to my unit. The late afternoon sun casts long shadows, and a cool breeze from the ocean reminds me why properties in this location command such high rents. Madison follows me inside, her eyes scanning my living space with obvious curiosity.

"So this is where you live," she says, taking in the bookshelves that line my walls, the worn leather armchair by the window, the laptop open on my desk with my manuscript still visible on screen.

"Yes," I say, shuffling through papers on my desk for the rental agreement. "I've lived here for only three years, after I inherited the property from my dad."

Madison picks up a framed photo of my father and me standing in front of Seaview Villas, taken just a few years before he passed. "You look like him," she says softly.

I find the paperwork and gesture toward the small dining table. "Have a seat. We just need to fill this out."

As she sits and begins reading the agreement, I notice how different she looks from the teenager I knew. There's a composure to her now, a centered quality that was only hinted at before. She's still intense, still direct, but there's something more measured about her presence.

Before she signs, she looks up at me. "You haven't even asked what my major is."

The question catches me off guard. "What is it?"

"English." A small smile curls at the corners of her mouth. "Literary studies, specifically."

I remember that she wasn't sure what to major in back in high school. She was smart and did well in all subjects, including science and math. Several teachers had tried to steer her toward STEM fields, arguing they offered better career prospects.

"You helped me set my goal straight," she continues, her pen hovering over the signature line. "Those after-school office hour visits really enlightened me. I know you thought I was just there to flirt, and maybe I was, partly. But I was also trying to figure out what I loved."

I don't know what to say to this revelation. "I'm not sure I deserve your thanks," I manage finally. "I quit teaching. Abandoned the profession."

"It doesn't matter," Madison says, signing her name neatly. "I'm still grateful for what you did for me." She looks up, her expression suddenly serious. "And I want to apologize for giving you a hard time back then. For letting my teenage hormones ruin our relationship. I know it made things awkward."

I shake my head, surprised by her maturity. "Don't worry about it. It was a long time ago."

"So we're good?" She hands me the signed agreement and the deposit check. "Fresh start?"

"Fresh start," I agree, taking the papers.

Madison stands, gathering her purse. "I'll move in within a week. Hailey and I don't have much furniture, so it shouldn't take long."

I walk her to the door, still trying to process everything that's happened in the last hour. The student who once made me uncomfortable with her crush is now going to be my tenant. The universe has a strange sense of humor.

"See you soon, Mr. Haines," she says, emphasizing my last name as she steps outside.

I stand in the doorway long after she's gone, stunned and trying to convince myself I'm not dreaming. The deposit check in my hand feels real enough, though. Madison Walker is coming back into my life, and I have no idea if this is the beginning of a disaster or something entirely unexpected.


CHAPTER 9
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I twist the screwdriver on the loose hinge of the driveway gate, oddly satisfied by the way the metal bites into the screw head. The morning sun filters through the bougainvillea, scattering bits of light across my hands. There’s something calming about these small repairs around the property. I could call Paul, the handyman, but why bother? These little jobs save me some money, yes, but they also spare me from the silence of my apartment and the blinking cursor on my laptop that’s been mocking me since dawn.

The hinge gives a satisfying squeak as I test it, then falls silent after I apply a few drops of oil from the small can at my feet. One more item checked off my landlord to-do list. Sometimes I wonder if my father felt this same quiet pleasure in maintenance, if he also preferred the tangible victories of fixing things over the abstract rewards of writing. Probably not. He was always running away from responsibilities, not toward them.

I've moved on to the garden lamps, replacing a burned-out bulb, when the gate at the front of the villas swings open. Weekend visitors aren't uncommon at Seaview Villas, but the burst of laughter that follows is unmistakable. Anya's laugh has a musical quality that carries across the courtyard, followed by another voice, slightly lower, with a trace of an accent. Gabby.

They step into view, both windblown from the beach, carrying paper cups and small bags that likely contain breakfast pastries. Anya wears a loose white linen shirt that catches the breeze, tucked into soft high-waisted pants that flatter her figure. Her dark blonde hair is pulled back in a messy bun, with strands escaping around her face.

Gabby looks equally casual but somehow more deliberate in her style—a pale blue cotton dress that falls just below her knees, a thin cardigan draped over her shoulders, and sandals that wrap around her ankles. Her brown hair is shorter than Anya's, cut in a bob that frames her face.

"Good morning, Mr. Landlord," Anya calls out, her gray eyes crinkling at the corners. "Or, should I call you, Mr. Handyman?”

I chuckle, resisting the heat aroused by the memory of our last encounter. I straighten up, wiping my hands on my faded jeans. "Just taking care of the small stuff. How was the beach?"

"Glorious," Gabby says, her accent softening the word into something that sounds like a sigh. "The water was too cold for swimming, but perfect for walking."

"You should have joined us," Anya adds, giving me a once-over that makes me suddenly conscious of my worn T-shirt and the smudge of dirt I can feel on my cheek.

"Actually, I was there earlier," I say. "Around six. I try to jog before the crowds show up."

Both women raise their eyebrows, exchanging a glance that seems to contain a private conversation.

"Six in the morning? On a Saturday?" Anya sounds impressed. "I can barely find my coffee maker at that hour."

Gabby nods. "Perhaps we should join your morning run instead. I've been telling Anya I need more exercise."

"You should," I say, screwing the lamp cover back in place. "It gives me energy for the whole day."

"Energy," Anya repeats, a slight smirk playing on her lips. "Well, I do love a man with energy."

Gabby laughs softly. "Yes, energy is... very important."

I know exactly what they're alluding to, but I just chuckle and turn my attention back to the lamp. I'm not skilled at this kind of banter, especially with two women who are both intimidatingly intelligent and attractive. My face feels warm, and I'm grateful for the excuse to look away.

"We're going to have our breakfast," Anya says. "See you around, Walter."

I nod, watching as they walk toward Anya's unit, their heads tilted toward each other in conversation. I return to my task list, moving on to checking the sprinkler system near the garden area. The morning air is still cool, but it won't be long before the California sun turns the day uncomfortably warm.

I'm kneeling by the control panel when I hear footsteps approaching again. Anya and Gabby have returned, now carrying their breakfast and coffee to the patio table in the central courtyard.

"Walter," Anya calls out. "Come join us."

I stand up, brushing dirt from my knees. "Thanks, but I already ate."

"Not for food," Gabby says, her voice carrying a hint of amusement. "For conversation. Unless you are too busy with your... sprinklers?"

The way she says "sprinklers" makes it sound like I'm engaged in something far more interesting than routine maintenance. I hesitate, then decide the sprinklers can wait.

"I can take a break," I say, walking over to their table. I remain standing, leaning against the nearby tree. "What are we discussing?"

"We were just debating the merits of French versus Russian literature," Anya says, breaking a croissant in half. "Gabby thinks the French are unmatched in their psychological insights."

Gabby nods, stirring her coffee. "The Russians have their passion, their grand themes of redemption and suffering, yes. But the French... they understand the human heart in all its contradictions."

"The French are too concerned with form," Anya counters. "Style over substance. Russians go deeper into the soul."

"Proust," Gabby says, as if the name alone is an argument.

"Dostoevsky," Anya replies with equal conviction.

They both look at me expectantly. I shift my weight, suddenly feeling like I'm back in a faculty lounge debate.

"I think they both have their strengths," I say carefully. "The Russians excel at moral questioning, at putting their characters through trials that reveal character. The French are more... nuanced, perhaps. More concerned with the small moments that reveal larger truths."

Anya tilts her head, considering. "Not bad, Professor Haines. A diplomatic answer,” she says with a playful smile.

I roll my eyes and keep my mouth shut.

"Not just diplomatic," Gabby adds. "Perceptive. Which do you prefer in your own reading?"

"I go through phases," I admit. "After teaching literature to bored teenagers for years, I needed a break. But I find myself drawn back to it now. I’m reading Tom Jones."

Their mouths fall open for a moment before both dissolve into laughter.

“Of course you are,” Anya manages between giggles. “A very... spirited choice.”

Gabby leans forward, eyes glinting with mischief. “So, you prefer your classics bawdy and adventurous, Mr. Haines?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Is there another kind?”

Anya waves her croissant at me. “A novel of seduction and scandal—how appropriate for the landlord of Seaview Villas.”

“I regret mentioning it already,” I mutter, though I can’t help smiling. “It’s not all seduction. Fielding understood hypocrisy—moral and social. He saw how people pretend to be virtuous while chasing their own desires.”

“Still sounds like a book about desire,” Gabby says lightly.

“Every book worth reading is,” I reply before I can stop myself.

That earns a thoughtful look from Anya, and something curious flickers behind her eyes. Gabby smiles into her coffee cup, as if she knows more than she lets on.

They tease me a bit longer, the air warm with laughter and the faint scent of roses from the courtyard garden. For a moment, it feels less like a debate about literature and more like something else entirely, a conversation that’s about passion without saying the word.

Eventually, the subject drifts elsewhere, but I can feel their amusement lingering, like the taste of strong coffee at the back of my throat.

"Speaking of literature," Gabby says, glancing at Anya. "We were also discussing your book."

My book. It still surprises me when anyone refers to my self-published memoir as "my book," as if it belongs in the same conversation as the giants we were just discussing.

"The Father Who Got Away," Anya says. "We can't decide if it's more Russian or French in spirit."

I laugh, genuinely amused. "I'm pretty sure it's just American. Californian, even."

"No, no," Gabby insists. "It has elements of both traditions. Anya thinks it's more Russian."

Anya nods, leaning forward. "The exploration of guilt, the longing for connection with a distant father figure, the search for redemption. These are deeply Russian themes. There's a soulfulness to your writing that reminds me of Turgenev."

My throat tightens at the comparison. Turgenev is one of my favorites, though I'd never presume to place myself anywhere near his league.

"But the psychological realism," Gabby counters, "the quiet melancholy, the subtle sensuality in the descriptions of California landscapes. These are hallmarks of French literature. The way you observe small human interactions, the precision of your language..." She makes a chef's kiss gesture. "Very French."

I run a hand through my hair, feeling simultaneously flattered and fraudulent. "Are we still talking about my book? Because it sounds like you're describing something much better than what I wrote."

"This is exactly what I told you," Anya says to Gabby, ignoring my self-deprecation. "He doesn't realize how good his writing is."

"It's common with true artists," Gabby agrees. "They never see their own talent clearly."

"I appreciate the kind words," I say, "but I'm hardly an artist. I wrote that book because I needed to make sense of my relationship with my father. It was therapy more than art."

"The best literature often is," Anya says.

"Which is why it deserves a wider audience," Gabby adds, her eyes lighting up. "Walter, I have news. I've already translated the first chapter into French."

I blink at her in surprise. "You have?"

"Of course. I told you at the party that I would, non?"

"Well, yes, but..." I trail off, not wanting to admit I thought she was just making polite conversation. "I didn't realize you meant so soon."

"When I make a promise, I keep it," she says with a slight lift of her chin. "I found your book... compelling. The translation came easily."

"I would love to read it," I say, feeling a strange flutter of excitement. "Though my French is extremely rusty. I took a year in high school and another in college, but never really used it."

"You'll remember more than you think," Gabby assures me. "And where you struggle, I can help. Reading your own words in another language might give you new insights into your work."

"It's like seeing yourself in a different mirror," Anya adds.

The idea is both appealing and terrifying. My memoir is deeply personal—stories about my father that I've never shared with anyone except through the safety of prose. Reading it in French somehow feels like it would make those revelations new again, more exposing.

"I'd be honored to read your translation," I say finally. "Thank you for taking the time."

Gabby waves away my thanks. "It was a pleasure. And perhaps, if you like the French version, we could discuss a German translation next. My German is not as strong as my French, but I have colleagues who could help."

"And I've already signed up for the Russian version," Anya reminds me.

I shake my head in disbelief. "My little book, in three languages? That seems..."

"Appropriate," Anya finishes for me. "Your exploration of father-son relationships and identity transcends culture."

Before I can respond, Gabby's phone rings. She glances at the screen and sighs.

"My daughter Emma," she explains, answering the call.

I quickly glance at her hand, and see no ring. Does it mean—?

"Oui, ma chérie... Oui, je n'ai pas oublié." Gabby covers the phone briefly. "She's reminding me we have plans to go shopping this afternoon."

After a brief conversation in French, she ends the call and stands up. "I must go. My daughter is in that phase where everything is an emergency." She gathers her things, then looks at me. "I will email you the translation tonight, Walter. And perhaps we could meet for coffee next week to discuss it? I have many questions about certain passages that would help me with the rest of the book."

"I'd like that," I say, surprised and a little flattered by her enthusiasm.

"Perfect. À bientôt, then." She kisses Anya on both cheeks. “But I’ll be back tomorrow. Emma stays with his dad.” She then gives me a warm smile before heading toward the gate.

Ah. That explains it. Divorced. I watch her go, quietly chiding myself for the little rush of relief that follows. Get a grip, Walter. Just because she’s interested in your writing doesn’t mean she’s interested in you.

I stand, gathering my tools, while Anya folds up the paper bags and tosses them in the trash. “You fixed the sprinklers too?” she asks.

“Yeah. Should be running fine now.”

“Let me help you with that,” she says, reaching for the toolbox before I can protest.

“You don’t have to—”

“I insist.” She flashes that smile of hers, the one that tells me arguing is pointless.

Together we walk toward the utility room tucked behind Units 3 and 4. The path is shaded, quieter. The hum of the laundry machines grows louder as we near the service area.

I unlock the door and push it open. The air inside is warm, carrying the scent of metal and detergent.

“Gabby is a great gal, you know,” Anya says suddenly, breaking into my thoughts as I set the toolbox on the counter. “Smart, beautiful, strong. Her ex was a fool to cheat on her.”

So that’s the story. “Must’ve been,” I say.

“He’s German,” she adds. “Gabby has a thing for Germans.”

I don’t know what to make of that. “Oh? Is that so?” My cheeks feel warm. Anya’s grey eyes stay on me, sharp and knowing. “Interesting.”

“She thinks they’re direct, open, and honest,” she says with a light chuckle.

“That’s unfortunate,” I reply, wondering what Gabby must’ve felt when she found out he’d cheated.

“Yeah,” Anya says. “A hard lesson. All men are the same—French, German, Russian, American.”

“Wait a minute,” I say, frowning. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“No man is monogamous by nature,” she says. “Am I wrong, Mr. Landlord?”

Damn. It’s all I can do not to look away. “Monogamy isn’t natural,” I admit after a pause.

She studies me for a moment, then smiles. “Very well, Mr. Haines. I like an honest man.”

I laugh softly. “Thank you.”

“Gabby’s translations have won awards. You’re lucky she wants to work on your book,” she says, changing the topic.

“I know,” I say, turning back to Anya. “I just never expected anyone to take my writing this seriously.”

Her gaze catches mine, holding it until the air feels heavier between us. “Maybe it’s time you did, Walter.” The way she says my name sends a flicker of heat down my spine. “You really don’t know how good you are.”

I can’t tell if she’s still discussing my book. Her gaze has drifted down to my waist. My own breathing grows increasingly pronounced in the stillness between us. Before I can gather my thoughts, Anya leans closer, wraps her arms around my neck, and presses her lips to mine.

I quickly check the door, ensuring it’s firmly closed before I deepen our kiss. I want to keep this moment just for us, free from any interruptions. I’ve missed Anya more than I care to admit, and I sense she feels the same magnetic pull. She likely followed me here with a purpose in mind. Her lips taste of coffee and an intriguing hint of something exotic. Before I know it, I’m pressing her against the stainless steel counter, savoring the warmth of her body. I trail kisses down her neck as I untuck her blouse, feeling her shiver beneath my touch. Anya lets out a soft moan and reaches for my belt, but I gently grasp her wrist to pause her. “No, Anya,” I say, my voice low. “It’s my turn.”

As much as I crave her hands and lips on me, I’ve longed to taste her. I pull away for just a moment, my fingers finding the button of her pants and swiftly working the zipper down. In an instant, the garment slips to the floor, leaving her in delicate lace panties. I can’t help but groan at the sight of her, shirt unbuttoned, the fabric barely concealing her desire. I clear the tools from the counter, making space, then lift her so she perches on the edge. I kiss her deeply while my fingers glide over her damp underwear. With a swift motion, I push it aside, burying my face between her legs.

I savor the tangy sweetness of her, listening to Anya’s muffled moans. My tongue dances over her slick folds, teasingly flicking against her clit. Her cries grow more urgent, filled with need. “Oh my God, Walter, please, I'm close. Make me come!”

I need no further encouragement. I quicken my pace, and as I see her cupping one breast, I reach for the other, pulling her bra down, watching her breasts bounce enticingly. I roll her nipple between my fingers, noticing the storm brewing in her eyes. “Fuck, Walter. Harder, yes, yes. Oh!”

She tenses, reaching her peak, freezing for a heartbeat before surrendering to bliss as a warm wave washes over me. I taste every drop, licking her clean, then rise to hold her in my arms, kissing her again, allowing her to savor her own desire.

We linger like that for a moment, wrapped in each other, before I let her go and hand her some paper napkins. She wipes herself and smiles, “Thank you, Walter, you’re the most romantic American I’ve been with.”

“No way,” I reply, though I’m undeniably flattered.

“Honestly, my love, you really don’t know how good you are,” she says huskily.

A laugh escapes me, bringing me back to the impulsive spark that ignited this encounter. I plant a kiss on her forehead. “If I’m good, you’re fantastic, baby.”

“Ooh, I like it when a man calls me baby.”

“Anytime, baby,” I say, helping her off the counter. “By the way, do you have a thing for counters?” I tease.

“Not that I’m aware of. But now that you mention it, yes, I think I’m officially into counters. Quartz, stainless steel, or even laminate—it might be my new kink.”

We share a laugh before leaning in for another kiss. “What are you going to do for the rest of the day?” she asks.

“Write,” I reply. “And you?”

“Not as lucky as you. I have to grade papers, do laundry, and then go grocery shopping,” she says with a sigh.

An idea strikes me, and without hesitation, I ask, “Want to have dinner with me?”

She pauses, a satisfied smile spreading across her face. “Are you asking me out?”

Damn. “I guess so,” I admit. After a moment of consideration, she responds, “Thanks, that’s tempting. I would love to. But I really need to work on my book.”

“That’s fine, another day,” I say.

“Wait a minute.” She pauses, considering. “You know what? The book can wait. I’ll have dinner with you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am. What time?”

“It’s up to you.”

“Okay, let me see.” She thinks for a moment. “What about six? And where are you going to take me?”

“I’m thinking the Ocean Garden. Does that work for you?”

“Perfect. I’ve heard good things about it. I’ve never been there and would love to try. So, I’ll meet you at the gate at six?”

“Sure,” I reply.

We share a brief kiss before stepping out of the utility room together.


CHAPTER 10
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I stand in front of my closet, sorting through hangers with an unfamiliar sense of anticipation. My fingers push past the faded t-shirts I usually wear around the villas, landing instead on a button-down I haven't touched in months. Dinner with Anya. The thought sends a small tremor through my hands as I pull the shirt free.

The navy cotton feels crisp against my skin as I button it up. Not too formal, but nicer than what I wear to shop for groceries or fix leaky faucets. I pair it with my best jeans, the ones without paint stains or worn knees. The outfit strikes a balance, suggesting I care without trying too hard.

I can't remember the last time I bothered with any of this. Actually, that's not true. It was with Sara, about four months ago. We went to that overpriced sushi place where the rolls had names longer than some of my students' essays. Wait, no. I mentally correct myself, pausing with one shoe half-on. It wasn't Sara. It was Charlotte. Time flies when you're hiding from your tenants and pretending to write.

The thought of Charlotte creates an uncomfortable weight in my chest. It's been over two weeks since I've heard from her. No calls, no texts about her life in New York or her plan of coming to LA. Nothing. I suppose that's that, then. Whatever spark we had during the dreamlike trip has burned itself out. I'd like to think she's just busy packing and getting ready to start a new life in LA, but I know better. People make time for what they want.

John's unit next door sits vacant, though he still has a couple of days left on his lease. Soon I'll need to decide whether to list it for rent. The logical part of my brain is already calculating potential rent increases, necessary repairs, the hassle of screening new tenants. I push these thoughts away. Later. Tonight isn't about landlord duties or absent almost-lovers.

Tonight is the beginning of something new. Maybe. Possibly. If I don't overthink it into oblivion before we even order appetizers.

I finish lacing up my shoes—comfortable but presentable leather ones that can handle the short walk to the restaurant without making me look like I'm about to lead a hiking expedition. In the bathroom, I run a comb through my hair, grateful for the recent haircut that tames my usually unruly mop. The face in the mirror looks surprisingly alive, eyes brighter than they've been in months.

The razor glides over my jaw, removing the stubble that's accumulated since morning. Little droplets of water cling to my skin when I finish, catching the light like tiny lenses. I look... good. Not like the disheveled hermit who shuffles around the villas avoiding interaction with tenants. I look like a man who might have something interesting to say. A man someone might want to have dinner with. A man that a beautiful, confident woman like Anya Petrov might want to date.

I chuckle. Date, huh? Is it a date or a casual dinner? I’ve never had dinner with Anya, or any other tenant. This has to be a date… because…because of the chemistry between us, and because of all those impulsive things we’ve been doing lately. At least that’s how I feel. What does Anya think? Date or casual dinner? Well, I guess I’ll find out soon.

A voice in the back of my head reminds me that dating a tenant is probably unwise. I've held back for two years because of this very concern. What if it goes badly? What if there are legal ramifications? What if she uses our relationship to get out of paying rent on time or demands more special treatment? The landlord-tenant dynamic is complicated enough without adding sex to the equation.

But then again, we've already added sex to the equation, haven't we? The utility room. The housewarming party. My living room. We've been circling each other like wary cats for two years, and now we've crossed a line that can't be uncrossed.

I shake my head, spraying a bit of cologne on my neck. For two years, I've let concern and caution and a misplaced sense of professionalism get in the way. Two years of noticing how her gray eyes flash when she's annoyed about a maintenance issue. Two years of watching her legs as she sashays to her unit. Two years of pretending I don't feel a tug of want every time she pronounces my name in that slightly accented way of hers.

The question is, am I really going to date this woman? Anya drives me crazy with her demands. I pause for a second. I could just keep it casual. But there's something magnetic about her confidence, about how she knows exactly what she wants and isn't afraid to ask for it, that makes me want more than casual.

Just recalling the way she begged in the utility room makes my body respond immediately. How her voice got breathier as she gripped the edge of the stainless steel counter. How she looked over her shoulder at me with those penetrating gray eyes, demanding more. I adjust myself, trying to regain focus. The last thing I need is to walk out with visible evidence of where my thoughts have wandered.

My phone chimes from the bedside table. It's Anya, telling me she's walking to the gate. Five minutes to six. She’s as eager as I am. I type a quick response, telling her I'm about to do the same.

I grab my wallet and keys, doing a final mental check before stepping out of my apartment. The evening air holds the lingering warmth of the day, carrying the salt tang from the nearby ocean. It feels good against my freshly-shaved face.

I reach the gate just as Anya is locking her front door. Good. I’m not a man who keeps women waiting.

Anya turns, and for a moment, I forget to breathe. She's wearing a little black dress with a low cut and wide straps that showcase her shoulders and cleavage. Her hair isn't pulled back in its usual practical style but falls freely around her face. A pair of teardrop garnet earrings dangle beside her neck, drawing attention to the elegant line of her throat.

I watch her walk toward me, a controlled sway in her hips that's almost hypnotic. Her legs seem even longer than usual, ending in a pair of stiletto heels that click softly against the pavement.

"You look gorgeous," I say as she reaches me, surprised by the steadiness in my voice.

Her lips curve into a smile. "You aren't too shabby yourself. I like your shirt."

"And I like the stilettos," I comment as we walk through the gate. She takes my arm, her fingers warm through the fabric of my sleeve.

"Thank you," she says. "I love high heels, but my job doesn't allow me the luxury. They'll kill me with hours of standing at the podium."

"I know what you mean." In my teaching days, comfort trumped style every time. I learned quickly that vanity has no place in a classroom where you're on your feet for six hours straight.

We take a few steps before I halt, suddenly concerned. "Would you rather me drive, Anya?" I ask, looking at her shoes with newfound worry.

She shakes her head, hair swinging with the movement. "No! Why? Because of my shoes? I can handle a block or two. What's the point of wearing these cute shoes without showing them off?"

I chuckle at her frankness. "Okay, just making sure."

"Thank you for being considerate, Walter," she says, her tone playful. "But I'm fine, really. Besides, you're a strong man. If I sprain my ankles, you'll give me a piggyback ride."

The image makes me laugh. "Of course," I respond, secretly pleased at the subtle compliment.

We walk side by side toward the restaurant, her arm hooked through mine like we've been doing this for years instead of minutes. The weight and warmth of her against me feels right in a way I haven't experienced in longer than I care to admit.

The walk to the restaurant unfolds like a postcard of coastal California. Palm trees line the sidewalk, their fronds rustling softly in the gentle breeze coming off the Pacific. The late afternoon sun paints everything in warm gold. Anya's perfume mingles with the salt air, creating a scent I already know I'll associate with this evening forever. Her arm stays linked with mine, our strides falling into a natural rhythm despite the height difference her heels create.

We pass boutique shops with their artfully arranged window displays, small groups of tourists taking photos, locals walking dogs that look more pampered than most children. Street performers dot corners, guitar cases open for tips. A violinist plays something classical that floats after us for half a block before being swallowed by distance and the ambient noise of early evening.

The beach comes into view as we round a corner, and the Pacific stretches out before us, vast and humbling. Even after three years of living here, the sight still catches in my chest. The shoreline curves gently, forming the familiar arc of Santa Monica Bay. Despite the late August heat that lingered throughout the day, the beach isn't crowded now. Just scattered groups enjoying the transition from day to evening.

Children build last-minute sandcastles before parents call them home for dinner. Couples walk along the water's edge, pants rolled up to avoid the gentle lapping waves. A few determined surfers catch final rides on modest swells, silhouetted against the orange-streaked horizon. Seagulls patrol for abandoned snacks, bold and unashamed in their scavenging.

I’m acutely aware of the stares we attract. Or rather, the stares Anya attracts. Men glance, then look away when they notice me beside her, as if calculating what qualities I might possess to be walking with someone who looks like that. Women give her the quick up-and-down scan that mixes admiration with competition. I feel an unfamiliar pride walking beside her, as if I’ve somehow won something without entering a contest.

"There it is," I say, pointing to a building ahead with a pagoda-style roof and red columns flanking the entrance. "Ocean Garden."

The restaurant stands out among the more modern structures surrounding it, deliberately leaning into an aesthetic that probably qualifies as cultural kitsch. Red paper lanterns hang from the eaves, swaying slightly in the ocean breeze. Twin stone lions guard the entrance, their features worn smooth by years of children climbing on them for photos. Gold characters above the door gleam in the fading sunlight.

"It's my favorite Chinese restaurant in town," I tell Anya.

"No kidding," she says, her eyes taking in the elaborate facade. "I can't wait to try it."

A hostess in a high-collared traditional qipao greets us with a practiced smile. She leads us through the main dining room with its circular tables and lazy Susans to an outdoor patio that I requested when making the reservation. Our table faces the ocean, the view framed by climbing jasmine vines that wind through the patio trellis.

"I didn't expect this," Anya says, genuine delight softening her usually composed features. "The view is magnificent."

We order a feast of seafood—steamed whole fish with ginger and scallions, salt and pepper shrimp in the shell, garlic eggplant, and some dim sum to start. While waiting for our food, conversation flows more easily than I expected.

"So you actually enjoy this weather?" Anya asks, sipping her jasmine tea. "No seasons, just perpetual sunshine and perfect temperatures?"

I laugh. "After living in Seattle for eight years, this feels like paradise. Rain for nine months straight wears on the soul."

"I understand. Sacramento has actual seasons, but summer stretches forever. The heat becomes oppressive by August." She looks out toward the darkening ocean. "I love LA. The weather, the culture, the diversity. But I miss my family. Video calls aren't the same as Sunday dinners around my mother's table."

"You're close with your family?" I ask, realizing how little I know about her personal life despite two years of landlord-tenant interactions.

"Very. My parents emigrated from Russia when I was ten. The adjustment was difficult for all of us, but it made us cling to each other." She tilts her head, studying me. "What about you? You mentioned Seattle."

"Born in California, but moved to Seattle with my mom after my parents divorced. I was ten." The parallel isn't lost on me. "Hated every minute of it. The rain, the constant gray. It felt like the sky was pressing down on us all the time."

"So you came back as soon as you could?"

"For college. Then teaching. Then..." I gesture vaguely. "Inheriting the apartments."

Our food arrives, steaming plates arranged by servers who move with skilled efficiency. Anya tells me stories between bites about her students, their comical misunderstandings of Russian literature, their earnest papers filled with insights both brilliant and absurd. I find myself laughing more than I have in months, drawn in by her animated expressions and the way she captures the essence of each student with just a few choice details.

After dinner, we walk to the beach. The sunset has painted the sky in dramatic stripes of orange, pink, and deepening blue. The temperature has dropped just enough to make the air pleasant against our skin. Lights from the pier create a distant golden glow, and the Ferris wheel spins in slow, colorful circles.

Anya stops to remove her heels, holding them by their straps in one hand. Her bare feet leave perfect impressions in the cooling sand. I wrap my arm around her waist, feeling the warmth of her through the fabric of her dress. The gesture feels natural, as if we've been walking this way for years instead of minutes.

We find an empty bench facing the ocean and sit. Anya rests her head against my shoulder, her hair tickling my neck.

"I can't believe we're doing this," she says softly.

"Why not?" I ask, breathing in the scent of her shampoo.

“Because I didn’t think you’d ever make a move.” She gives a quiet laugh. “I knew you were interested from the start—the way you couldn’t look me in the eye for more than three seconds. Then again, after a while I started wondering if maybe you were gay. It was easier than thinking you just didn’t want me.”

"I can't believe it either," I admit. "I was trying to be professional."

"What finally changed your mind?"

I shrug, feeling her head rise and fall with the movement of my shoulder. "I don't know. Maybe it was the quartz countertop."

Anya bursts into laughter, the sound bright and unrestrained. "I should apologize for being so demanding," she says when her laughter subsides.

"No worries."

She shifts to look at me, then reaches up to kiss me lightly. "You're a good man, Walter. I wonder why you're still single."

I shrug again, not particularly wanting to excavate my relationship history. "No luck with women," I joke.

“That’s a lie,” she says. “I saw the way that woman looked at you.”

“Who?”

“The blonde woman who was here a few months ago. She wore a scarf printed with brushstrokes, like something out of Monet.”

It takes me a second to catch on. “Oh. That must be Sara. She’s an artist.”

“No wonder. She does have a painter’s look,” Anya says. “I saw you two saying goodbye at the gate. She was totally into you. I was jealous, even though I thought you were gay back then. So? What happened?”

I pause, considering how much truth to offer. "I started a new book and forgot to call her back."

Anya gives me a skeptical look, her eyebrow arching in a way that makes it clear she doesn't believe me.

"Fine," I concede. "The truth is I've never been good at committing to long-term relationships. They start well, but then..." I trail off, unsure how to explain the familiar pattern of my retreat into solitude.

Anya nods, surprising me with her understanding. "It makes sense now," she says. "If it helps, I'm not into long-term relationships either. I just want to have fun while I can."

She traces a pattern on my knee with her finger. "I haven't dated for a while, though I hook up with guys sometimes. Passion is everything to me. If there's no passion, I stop seeing the same man."

I want to tell her that's not exactly why I stopped seeing Sara. It was more complicated, more about my own inadequacies than any lack of passion, but I stay silent, not wanting to spoil the mood with my neuroses.

“What about Charlotte?” Anya asks suddenly.

The question catches me off guard. “What about her?”

“Do you like her?”

Heat rises to my face before I can stop it. I try to stay composed, but words don’t come.

Anya smiles, as if she already knows. “I like her. We met in the laundry room during her stay.” Her tone is casual, but her eyes stay sharp. “She asked about you—whether you were single and you’d ever been married. I could tell she really liked you.”

I swallow hard, deciding there’s no point in pretending. “She’s a wonderful woman. And yes…I really liked her,” I admit. “We went to Catalina Island together before she left.”

Anya’s mouth parts in genuine surprise. “Wow. That’s…good to know. Is she coming back?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “She and John split. Not because of me, though. We didn’t cross the line until after. It just happened. She needed someone.”

“I understand,” Anya says quietly. “Honestly, I’m glad she left him. John hit on me not long after he moved in. Told me his wife was back East.”

A rush of anger surges through me. “He what? What a jerk.”

She smiles at my reaction. "I like that, but there's no need to be territorial. I get hit on by men all the time. Students, colleagues..." She shrugs as if it's simply a fact of life.

The information makes jealousy curl in my stomach, though I know she's partly teasing me. I lean in and kiss her, partly to stop thinking about other men wanting her and partly because I've been wanting to since we sat down.

Her lips are soft and taste faintly of the lychee dessert we shared. She responds immediately, her hand coming up to cup my face, fingers cool against my skin. The kiss deepens, and I feel her shift closer, the warmth of her body pressing against mine. My hand finds her waist, then slides lower, following the curve of her hip.

Desire coils tight in my stomach. I want to lay her back on this bench, to feel her legs wrap around me, to lose myself in her right here with the sound of waves as accompaniment. The thought is so vivid I can almost feel it happening.

She pulls back slightly, her breath quick against my lips. "We should go," she whispers.

"Public sex isn't your kink?" I tease, my voice rougher than I intended.

She laughs, the sound low and promising. "Not on a first date," she confirms, standing and extending her hand to me. "But the night is still young."


CHAPTER 11
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We walk back toward Seaview Villas, and I can't stop grinning like an idiot. My skin tingles where Anya's fingers brush against mine, our hands not quite holding but constantly touching.

The night air carries a chill from the ocean, but I barely notice it. I feel like I'm seventeen again, walking home from prom with the girl I never thought would say yes to me. Except this is better. This is a woman who I’ve wanted for two years, who has surprised me with her passionate desire lately. She’s now walking beside me, her hip occasionally bumping mine in a way that can't possibly be accidental.

"What are you smiling about?" she asks, her voice playful.

"Just wondering if this is actually happening," I admit, feeling foolish but honest. "I keep expecting to wake up."

Anya laughs, the sound warm and slightly husky. "I can pinch you if you like."

"Maybe later," I say. "In private."

Her eyebrows lift. "I can think of more interesting things to do in private than pinch you, Walter."

The way she says my name sends a surge of heat through me. I've heard her say it dozens of times, but now it's different. Now it carries a promise.

The silhouette of Seaview Villas appears around the corner, the Spanish-style building looking oddly romantic in the streetlight. I slow my pace before we reach the gate, suddenly struck by the question of logistics.

"My place or yours?" I ask, trying to sound casual and probably failing miserably.

Anya shrugs, her bare shoulder catching the light from a nearby streetlamp. "It doesn't matter."

"Mine, then," I say quickly. "It's closer." My apartment sits right next to the entrance, while hers requires crossing the entire courtyard. The fifteen-second difference feels absolutely critical at this moment.

"You're so impatient, Walter," she laughs, but her voice has that same low, wanting quality that makes my stomach tighten.

"You can't blame me," I say, fumbling with the gate key. "I've been thinking about this since I saw you in this sexy dress.”

Her eyes widen slightly. "Really? That’s it?"

I laugh. “No. That’s a lie. It’s since you agreed to go to dinner with me.”

What happens next is a blur. The gate squeaks open, and we're crossing the small patch of courtyard to my front door. My fingers, usually dexterous enough, struggle with the key. Anya's breath warms the back of my neck as she stands close behind me, and I nearly drop my keys entirely.

Then we're inside, and the door is closed, and Anya is in my arms. Our mouths find each other in the darkness of my living room, hungry and insistent. Her lips taste faintly of salt from the ocean air, and I'm lost in the sensation of her tongue against mine, her hands already working on the buttons of my shirt.

My hands find the zipper of her little black dress. I pull it down slowly, savoring the sound and the increasing exposure of her skin. The dress pools at her feet like a shadow, and she steps out of it, standing before me in black lace underwear that makes my mouth go dry. The soft glow from the street lights filtering through the blinds illuminates her skin.

She’s unbuttoned my shirt, but it's still hanging from my shoulders when Anya places her palms against my chest. Her touch burns. She looks up at me, her eyes dark and dreamlike as they travel over my torso.

"Walter," she says, her voice almost reverential, "all that jogging does you good. Don't ever stop jogging." Then she leans forward and presses her lips to my chest, just above my heart. The simple gesture feels more intimate than it should, and I have to resist the urge to pull her tighter against me.

Slowly, deliberately, she drops to her knees. Her eyes hold mine as she reaches for my belt, deftly undoing the buckle. The sound of leather sliding through fabric loops seems unnaturally loud in the quiet room.

"Fuck," I mutter as her fingers brush against me through my pants.

She smiles at my reaction, continuing her work with the button and zipper. When she finally pulls down my underwear, my cock springs free, nearly touching her nose. She giggles, a surprisingly girly sound from someone who earns her living delivering lectures from behind a podium.

"Hello there," she whispers, not to me but to my cock, which jumps in response. Then her lips are parting, and she's taking me into the wet heat of her mouth.

The sensation is overwhelming. I thread my fingers through her wavy blonde hair, not pushing or guiding, just needing to touch her, to ground myself. She takes me deeper, her tongue swirling around the head before she slides down further. One of her hands grips the base of my shaft while the other cups my balls gently.

"Jesus, Anya," I gasp as she establishes a rhythm, her head bobbing forward and back. The sight of her lips stretched around me, her eyes occasionally flicking up to meet mine, is thrilling even though I’ve replayed it in my mind over and over since the day she signed her new lease.

She hums in response, the vibration sending shockwaves through me. Her free hand slides up my thigh, nails lightly scratching, then around to grab my ass, pulling me deeper into her mouth. I can feel the back of her throat, and when she swallows around me, I have to lock my knees to keep from falling.

The wet sounds of her mouth and the occasional gasp when she pulls back for air fill the room. She varies her technique, sometimes focusing on just the head, her tongue circling and flicking across the sensitive underside, other times taking me so deep I wonder how she doesn't gag.

When she pulls back to breathe deeply, a strand of saliva connects her lips to my cock. She breaks it with a finger, then looks up at me with such naked hunger that I nearly come right then.

"You taste good," she says, her voice rough. Then she's taking me again, her movements more purposeful now, faster and deeper.

Heat builds at the base of my spine, my thighs tightening. I'm close, too close. As much as I want to let go, to finish in the exquisite warmth of her mouth, I want more.

I put my hands on her shoulders, gently pulling her away. "Wait," I pant. "Not yet."

She releases me with a soft pop, looking up with a mixture of confusion and desire. "Why not?"

Instead of answering, I bend down, hooking my arms under her thighs and back, and lift her up. She's lighter than I expected, or maybe it's just the adrenaline making everything easier. She laughs, wrapping her arms around my neck.

"My bedroom's upstairs," I say, already heading for the staircase. I carry her up, thankful for all those morning jogs that make this romantic gesture possible without embarrassing myself.

My bedroom is simple, functional: a moderately sized bed with navy blue sheets, a bedside table, a dresser, and a single armchair in the corner where I sometimes read. Books line the small bookshelf, and a few framed black-and-white photos of ocean scenes hang on the walls. It's not fancy, but it's clean and comfortable.

I drop Anya onto the bed, where she bounces slightly and props herself up on her elbows, looking around with curious eyes.

"Very you," she says, taking in the space. "Ordered but not fussy. I expected more books, though."

"I’ve got more in boxes," I say, standing at the foot of the bed, drinking in the sight of her. "I keep the ones I'm currently reading in here."

She nods, then sits up fully and reaches behind her back. With a swift motion, she unhooks her bra and slides it off her arms. Her breasts spill free, pale and perfect in the dim light coming from the bedside lamp. I suck in a breath as she hooks her thumbs into her panties and slides them down her legs, tossing them carelessly to the floor.

She's completely naked now, and I’m transfixed despite having already had the privilege of witnessing this breathtaking sight. Anya is slim but curvy, with fuller hips and breasts than her clothes had suggested. Her stomach is flat but soft-looking, with a slight roundness below her navel that I find inexplicably sexy. Her thighs are strong, tapering to shapely calves, and between them is a neatly trimmed patch of dark blonde hair.

She smirks, propping herself up on one elbow and stroking her hip with languid fingers. "Like what you see, Mr. Landlord?" she asks, her voice husky and teasing.

I groan, shrugging off my already-unbuttoned shirt. "You bet," I say, pushing down my boxers to join her in nakedness. My pants are somewhere downstairs, abandoned along with her dress.

I open the bedside drawer and take out a condom, tearing the package open with my teeth while she watches with amused approval.

"Considerate," she comments, then adds with mock impatience, "but hurry up."

I chuckle as I roll the condom on. "How do you want to do this?" I ask, climbing onto the bed beside her. "Any preference?"

"Doggy," she says without hesitation, already turning over and getting on all fours. She looks back at me over her shoulder, her hair falling across her face in a way that makes my heart stutter. "I like it deep."

The view she presents is breathtaking. Her rounded buttocks form a perfect heart shape, and the curve of her spine creates a dip that I immediately want to run my tongue along. I move behind her, unable to resist giving her rear a gentle slap. The sound is sharp, and she gasps, pushing back toward me.

"Beautiful," I murmur, running a hand over the smooth skin of her bottom. I slide my hand between her legs, finding her already slick and hot. She moans when my fingers explore her, pushing back against my hand.

"Walter, please," she says, her voice tight with need.

I position myself behind her, spreading her legs wider with my knees. Taking my cock in hand, I guide it to her entrance, rubbing the head through her wetness. She whimpers, trying to push back and take me in, but I tease her for a moment longer, enjoying the way she moves against me.

Finally, I push forward, sliding into her in one slow, steady thrust. We groan in unison as I fill her completely.

"Oh god," she breathes. "You feel so big. So full."

I hold still for a moment, savoring the tight, wet heat of her body. Then I begin to move, pulling back until just the tip remains inside before thrusting forward again. Each stroke draws a gasp or moan from Anya, who meets my movements with equal enthusiasm.

One hand grips her hip, guiding our rhythm, while the other reaches around to cup her breast. I knead the soft flesh, rolling her nipple between my fingers. She arches her back further, changing the angle so that I hit a spot that makes her cry out.

Outside, through the open windows, life in the villas continues. Someone is having a conversation in the courtyard, their words indistinct but their tone casual. A baby wails. A car door slams. All of it seems distant and unimportant compared to the universe contained within this room, within the joining of our bodies.

Anya is an ocean beneath me, endless waves of heat and pleasure. Her body grips mine, pulls me deeper, demands more. I give her what she asks for, increasing my pace, my hips slapping against her ass with each thrust. The sound is primal and obscene and perfect.

"Harder," she gasps, her fingers clutching at the sheets. "Please, Walter, harder."

I comply, tightening my grip on her hip and driving into her with renewed force. The headboard begins to knock against the wall, a steady beat that matches our movements. I should probably be concerned about the noise and about what my tenants might hear, but I can't bring myself to care. Not now, not with Anya panting beneath me, her body squeezing mine like she never wants to let go.

I can feel my orgasm building, a tightening pressure at the base of my spine. Anya's movements are becoming more erratic, her breathing more ragged. She's close too.

"Touch yourself," I urge, and she immediately brings one hand between her legs. As she circles her clit with skillful fingers, her inner muscles contract around me in response, making it even harder to hold back.

"I'm close," she warns, her voice breaking on the words. "So close, Walter, don't stop."

"I won’t," I promise, though I know I can't last much longer. The bed shakes beneath us, the springs protesting our enthusiastic movements. The headboard knocks a faster rhythm now, probably audible throughout the entire building, but the only sound I truly hear is Anya's escalating moans.

She comes with a shuddering cry, her body clenching around me in rhythmic waves. The sensation is too much, and I follow immediately, my orgasm crashing over me with unexpected force. I drive into her one final time, holding deep as pleasure pulses through me, emptying myself into the condom.

For a long moment, we stay connected, both of us breathing heavily, our bodies slick with sweat. Then, carefully, I withdraw and dispose of the condom in the small trash can beside the bed. Anya collapses onto the mattress, rolling to her back with a satisfied sigh.

"Well," she says, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth, "that was worth the wait."

I lie beside her, our shoulders touching, both of us staring at the ceiling. "Definitely," I agree, feeling a strange mix of satisfaction and vulnerability. This is the moment when things typically get awkward, when reality reasserts itself. But Anya looks completely at ease, her body relaxed and open beside mine.

"You know," she says, turning her head to look at me, “I think I’m going to enjoy being your lover, Mr. Landlord."

I laugh, surprised by how normal this feels. "Good to know. But rent's still due on the first," I tell her, and she swats my arm playfully.

"Terrible landlord," she accuses with a grin. "No special treatment at all."

"I'll make you breakfast," I offer. "That's the best I can do."

Her eyes sparkle. "Deal. But first..." She rolls toward me, throwing one leg over mine, her hand sliding down my chest. "I think we should try round two, don't you?"

I pull her closer, already feeling my body responding to her touch. "I believe that can be arranged," I say, and then her lips are on mine again, and words become unnecessary.


CHAPTER 12
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I promise Anya I'll be right back as I cinch the belt of my bathrobe tighter and pad barefoot down the stairs. The wooden steps creak beneath my weight, announcing my descent like an old-time town crier. My mouth feels dry, my throat parched from our evening activities, and I realize I need water as much as she does. The kitchen is mostly dark, with just a sliver of porch light slipping through the blinds.

I grab two glasses from the cabinet and fill them from the filtered tap. The water is cold and I gulp mine down immediately, refilling it afterward. Something about sex always makes me thirsty, a biological fact I've never questioned until this moment when I find myself contemplating it just to avoid thinking about what happened upstairs.

Anya Petrov. In my bed. The thought feels surreal, like something I might have dreamed up during a particularly lonely night. But her perfume lingers on my skin, proving this is very much reality.

I'm about to head back upstairs with our drinks when a knock at the door stops me. Three raps, not too loud, not too soft. I glance at the wall clock. Nine. Not particularly late, but not when I typically receive visitors, especially as the landlord. Must be a tenant with a problem.

I place the glasses on the coffee table and make my way to the door, adjusting my bathrobe to ensure I'm decent. I ease the door open just a crack, bracing myself for whatever small disaster might be lurking on the other side.

Instead, I find myself staring at Charlotte Avery.

My hand freezes on the doorknob. Her chestnut hair is slightly disheveled, like she's been running her fingers through it. She carries a small suitcase, and her olive eyes look tired but bright with anticipation.

"Charlotte," I say, the name tumbling out of my mouth before I can think. "When did you get back?"

I open the door wider, instinctively, forgetting for a moment the circumstances. Forgetting Anya upstairs. Forgetting everything except the woman who vanished from my life after our trip to Catalina.

"Just now," she says, her smile lighting up her face despite the evident fatigue. "Got off the plane and came straight here. Thought I'd surprise you."

I can't help but chuckle, the sound hollow in my own ears as I recall how Charlotte arrived a month ago with similar intentions for John. That surprise didn't go well. This one isn't going to either. I am just as terrible as John. The realization sits in my stomach like a stone.

"I see," I say, forcing a smile. "You really like surprising people."

Her smile falters slightly, as if she's picked up on something in my tone. But she recovers quickly. "Can I come in? It's been a long flight."

I hesitate, one hand still on the doorknob, the other clutching the belt of my bathrobe like it's a life preserver. My gaze flicks involuntarily toward the stairs behind me.

"I, uh... I have a visitor at the moment," I say, the words sticking in my throat.

Charlotte blinks once, then twice, her expression going blank before something like understanding settles across her features. She nods, a small, tight movement.

"I understand," she says, her voice steady. "Could I just get the key to John's unit then? I know he's moved out, but the lease isn't up for a few more days, right?"

"Right. Yes. Of course," I say, grateful for the excuse to step away from the door. "Let me grab it for you."

I turn to retrieve the spare key I keep in a drawer near the entrance, but before I can take more than two steps, I hear Anya's voice floating down from upstairs.

"Walter? Why are you taking so long to get water? Are you making it from scratch?”

Her voice is playful, intimate, meant for my ears only. I freeze, caught between two worlds, then grab the water glasses from the coffee table.

"Just a second," I call up to her, trying to keep my voice level. "I'll be right there."

I turn back to Charlotte, who still stands in the doorway, now looking uncomfortable. "Sorry, let me just grab that key," I tell her.

But I'm too late. I hear Anya's footsteps on the stairs, and then she's there, in the living room, wearing nothing but my button-up shirt from earlier this evening. The hem barely reaches mid-thigh, her legs long and bare beneath it.

"I left my dress here, I believe..." she begins, but the sentence dies as her eyes land on Charlotte.

The two women stare at each other, mouths slightly open, a heavy silence filling the room. I stand between them, water glasses in hand, feeling like I'm watching a collision in slow motion.

Then, simultaneously, they both smile.

"Welcome back," Anya says warmly.

"Thank you," Charlotte replies at the exact same moment.

I blink, looking between them in confusion. There's a recognition there that makes no sense to me. Then I remember what Anya told me earlier about meeting Charlotte in the laundry room during her two-week stay. Still, the warmth between them seems disproportionate to a couple of casual encounters.

"Walter," Anya says, turning to me with a slight reproach in her tone, "it's rude to let Charlotte wait outside."

"No, really, it's fine," Charlotte says quickly. "I'm just waiting for the key to Unit 2."

"Nonsense," Anya insists. "Come in and sit while Walter finds it." She gestures to the couch as if this is her home and not mine.

Charlotte hesitates, then steps inside, wheeling her small suitcase behind her. She sits on the edge of the couch, perching there like a bird that might take flight at any sudden movement.

I set down the water glasses and go to retrieve the key from the drawer. When I return, key in hand, Charlotte is still sitting stiffly on the couch while Anya stands nearby, seemingly unbothered by her state of undress.

"Here you go," I say, handing Charlotte the key. "But I should warn you again, John took almost everything when he left. There's just a chair and table in the kitchen. No bed, just a sofa.”

Charlotte's face falls slightly. "Oh. I see. In that case, maybe I should just find a hotel instead."

"No," Anya and I say in unison, though I'm not sure why I protest. Maybe because it's Charlotte, and the thought of her alone in some anonymous hotel room bothers me in ways I can't articulate.

"It's kind of late," Anya adds, as if reading my thoughts.

"It's really okay," Charlotte says, rising from the couch. "I don't want to impose."

"You aren't imposing," Anya says firmly. She steps forward and places a hand on Charlotte's arm. "You can stay at either Walter's place or mine for the night."

I stare at Anya, unable to process what I'm hearing. Is she offering my apartment to Charlotte? Or inviting her to stay at her place? Either option seems surreal.

"Are you sure?" Charlotte asks, looking between us.

"Absolutely," Anya says with a confidence I find both admirable and slightly alarming.

"Thank you," Charlotte says, her shoulders relaxing slightly. "That's very kind."

Anya nods, then glances down at herself as if suddenly aware of her state of undress. "Excuse me for a moment," she says. "I should find my dress." She bends down and retrieves her dress from where it had been discarded earlier, partially hidden beneath the coffee table. With a small smile at both of us, she disappears into the bathroom.

Alone with Charlotte, I feel a crushing weight of awkwardness descend.

"Charlotte, I'm sorry," I begin, not entirely sure what I'm apologizing for. "You didn't call or text, so I thought... well, I assumed it was over."

"Stop apologizing," she says, her voice gentle but firm. "You haven't done anything wrong. It was just a fling between us, Walter. You don't owe me any explanation."

Her generosity only makes me feel worse. It wasn't just a fling, not for me. Our affair was brief, but it made me feel alive again, and made me hope for something I hadn't allowed myself to hope for in years.

"Let me get you some water," I say, retreating to the kitchen. I need a moment to collect myself, to process the bizarre turn this evening has taken.

I fill another glass and take several deep breaths before returning to the living room. When I do, I stop short at the doorway, surprised by the scene before me.

Anya has returned, now fully dressed in her simple black dress from earlier, and she's sitting on the couch next to Charlotte. They're talking animatedly, like old friends catching up after time apart, not two women who've met briefly in a laundry room and are now in a potentially awkward love triangle.

"Here's your water," I say, interrupting their conversation. I hand the glass to Charlotte, who takes it with a smile.

"Thank you," she says. She takes a sip, then sets the glass on the coffee table. "I have to say, I'm really glad to be back in California."

"We're glad too," Anya says, glancing at me. "Walter surely missed you."

I feel heat rise to my face, unsure how to respond. Did I miss Charlotte? Yes, painfully. But having her here now, with Anya also present, feels like a cruel cosmic joke.

Charlotte turns to me, her expression suddenly serious. "I'm sorry, Walter. The reason I didn't keep in touch was that I had second thoughts while back in New York. I wasn't sure I should quit my job and my life to come to LA alone, after leaving John." She pauses, twisting her hands in her lap. "But eventually I made up my mind again."

"Well, we're happy to have you back," I say, meaning it despite the complications her return creates.

"Absolutely," Anya agrees. She tilts her head, studying Charlotte. "Do you intend to keep renting Unit 2?"

Charlotte sighs, looking down at her hands. "I'm not sure. I like the place. But it's expensive, and the job I'm about to start doesn't pay that well, at least not initially."

"Walter can give you a discount," Anya says, as if she has any authority to make such offers.

I curse silently but don't object. The truth is, I do hope Charlotte will stay, even if it means reducing the rent. My father would roll in his grave at the thought of me cutting into profits for a woman, but he never understood that some things matter more than money.

"I couldn't ask for that," Charlotte says, shaking her head. "I'll look for an inexpensive place."

Anya leans forward, her gray eyes intense. "Why don't you share my unit with me until you find your own place? It's a one-bedroom, but it’s large and I have plenty of space."

Charlotte looks taken aback. "Are you sure? We hardly know each other."

"Sometimes you just know when someone will make a good roommate," Anya says with a shrug. "And it would help me with the rent too."

"Well, if you're sure..." Charlotte says, a small smile forming. "That would be amazing. Thank you."

I sit there, stunned, watching this exchange unfold. These two women, both of whom I've been intimate with, are now planning to live together. And they seem genuinely pleased about it.

I take a long drink of water, wondering if perhaps I'm hallucinating this entire scenario. But no, they're still there, now discussing the logistics of moving Charlotte's things from New York.

Their voices wash over me as I try to make sense of what’s happening. There’s something about the way they interact that feels more than friendly. The way Anya looks at Charlotte, the way Charlotte’s voice softens when she speaks to her. It’s like watching two planets align, their pull working together instead of apart.

I should be jealous, or at least uneasy, but instead I’m fascinated by how quickly they’ve connected, and how easily they’ve fallen into each other’s orbit. I start to wonder if I’ve been wrong all along about what either of them wanted from me.


Book 3

Tenant’s Crush


CHAPTER 1
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I’M SITTING ON THE PATIO of Gabby’s waterfront house on Venice Beach. We are side by side in a pair of weathered rocking chairs with a small table between us. From here, the sky feels impossibly wide, bright blue fading into the darker line of the ocean. A pale stretch of sand lies just a few feet from us, and a handful of palm trees stand like sentinels along the path. It is a weekday afternoon, so the beach is quiet, scattered with only a few joggers and dog-walkers.

“This is really nice,” I say, taking a sip of the coffee she brought out. I had assumed her place was at least a block inland, like most of the houses sold as “beachfront.” But her place is right on the sand. “You actually live on the beach.”

She laughs lightly. “Yes. People always say that.”

“It must be fantastic.”

“It is. And also not.” She tilts her head. “Weekends get crowded. Summer is chaos.”

We sit for a moment and let the breeze wash over us. The rhythmic hush of the waves fills the pauses in our conversation. I almost forget why I am here until I glance at the small table and see my book, The Father Who Got Away, waiting between our coffee mugs like an unspoken reminder.

Gabby invited me over to talk through a few things before she starts translating. At the time, I was not sure whether she would actually follow through or if it was simply polite enthusiasm.

“So,” I say, nodding toward the book, “what do you want to know?”

“Oh, right.” She reaches for it and flips open the cover. The inside page is covered with color-coded Post-its, each one filled with handwriting. “I have many questions.”

I chuckle, genuinely surprised. I had no idea she would take it this seriously, and I am more flattered than I want to admit.

While she rifles through her notes, I let myself take her in. She is wearing a casual but undeniably sexy sundress. The fabric is soft and lightweight, a muted rose or dusty coral that complements her warm skin tone. Thin straps rest on her shoulders, with a neckline modest enough to be professional. But the gentle scoop and the way the fabric hugs her breasts give the dress an effortless, feminine charm.

Her caramel-brown hair was swept into an elegant, effortless bun, giving her a languid look. When she glances up, her brown eyes catch the sunlight and seem to twinkle.

“So,” she begins, “how much is fiction and how much is real?”

I pause and exhale slowly. “Good question,” I say. “Honestly, it is hard to separate. Most of the events are real. But I added some details. And some drama.”

“Is the father in your book actually your father?”

“More or less,” I say. “My dad married only once, and he never cheated on my mom. He dated later on, after the divorce, but it was nothing like the protagonist in the book. The father in the story married several times and cheated on his wife.”

“I see,” Gabby says. She listens so closely that I feel the attention like warmth on my skin. “And the son, then, is you.”

I pause. The son in the story is a bit of a Don Juan, very much like his father. “I guess so,” I say with a small laugh. “Like Eric, I have never managed to settle down.”

Gabby studies me with a long, thoughtful look. “Do you want to settle?”

The question catches me off guard. It’s way too personal. I do not owe her an answer, but something about the way she asks makes me want to give her one. “I am still trying to figure that out,” I admit. “It is a big question for me. I have been thinking about it since college and I still do not know. And honestly, it does not feel completely up to me. None of my relationships lasted.”

Gabby nods, and her expression softens with something that looks like sympathy. “And you think it is because of your dad.”

I blink at her. “What gave you that idea?”

“Eric, the narrator,” Gabby says with a small smile. “Not directly, but he blamed his dad after he broke up with his college girlfriend.”

I laugh. “Right. Eric did do that, did he not?”

“You do not remember what you wrote?” Gabby laughs with me.

“Well, not every detail,” I say quickly. “I also mix him up with my other protagonists. They all end up being similar. A man who cannot commit to anything long-term. It feels like I have been writing the same story again and again.”

She chuckles. “I understand completely. It is what every author does. Every writer returns to the same themes. Just like singers. Every singer’s songs sound a little alike.”

“Exactly,” I say, relieved she understands rather than judges.

Gabby glances at her notes again. “Tell me more. What are you writing now?”

“A time travel novel,” I say. “Peter, the protagonist, tries to return to his childhood so he can change things. He regrets not being able to express his love to his high school sweetheart. There, you see what I mean? Same story.”

She laughs. “That sounds fascinating. When can I read it?”

“Not yet,” I say, feeling unexpectedly flattered by her interest. “I am still working on it. But you will be the first to know once it is published.”

She smiles warmly. “Thank you. And I will be happy to translate it into French or German if you want.”

“Thank you for the offer,” I say. I truly mean it, even if part of me wonders why she is being so generous. I already told her I would not be able to pay much.

Gabby seems to read my hesitation. “Like I said, if you want to pay me,” she says lightly, “give me a token amount. Nothing more. I am doing this only because I love the book.”

The way she says it hits something in my chest. I nod, grateful and also a little unsure how I became someone she cares this much about.

Gabby turns the book in her hands again, tracing the edge of a Post-it with her thumb. Her voice is softer when she speaks next.

“One thing I did not expect,” she says, “is how much I connected with Eric’s mother.”

I look over at her. “Really?”

“Yes,” she says quietly. “The hurt you wrote about. The way she tries to stay composed for her son while she is falling apart inside. That felt very real.”

I nod. “Thank you. In real life, my mom held herself together even more than Eric’s mom did. She did not cry much, and she and my dad rarely fought. But I could still feel it. Her pain. It was the kind of hurt you do not need to see to understand.”

Gabby studies my face for a moment. “Did she ever get over your dad?”

“Yes,” I say. “Eventually. It took time. But she has been happily remarried for almost ten years.”

Gabby smiles, slow and sincere. “I am glad to hear that.”

She falls quiet for a moment. The breeze moves the hem of her dress and lifts a loose strand of hair near her cheek. She brushes it back, but her hand lingers there, almost as if she is steadying herself.

“My ex-husband cheated on me,” she says finally. “It was years ago and I am over him. But reading your book reminded me of how that felt. How frightening it is when you realize someone you love has already stepped away from you.”

I watch her carefully. She is not crying, but something in her eyes is open and vulnerable. It pulls me toward her without meaning to.

“I am sorry that happened to you,” I say.

She gives a small nod. “It taught me a lot. Especially about the kind of man I want now.”

There is something in her tone that sends a warm pulse through me. I cannot help wondering what kind of man she has in mind, though I suspect I already know. Someone honest. Someone steady. Someone who gives himself completely. Someone who is nothing like my father. And probably nothing like me.

She turns her chair slightly toward mine. “Do you think I can ever find a man who is honest with me? That is all I want.”

I am about to answer her question when a young woman’s voice calls from inside the house.

“Mom, I’m home.”

Gabby turns her head and gives me an apologetic smile. “One moment. I am out here, honey. We have a visitor. Come say hi.”

She glances back at me. “That is my daughter, Emma.”

Emma steps out onto the patio a moment later. “Hi,” she says with a quick wave before turning her attention back to her mom.

I wave and respond, “Hi,” not quite sure what else to say but managing a warm smile.

Gabby introduces me to her daughter. “This is Mr. Walter Haines, the author of the book.” She gestures toward my book resting on the table.

Emma’s eyes light up. “No way! Mom’s been talking about you forever,” she exclaims, her enthusiasm genuine and flattering. “But you don’t look like an author to me.”

“Why not?” I chuckle. “What should authors look like?”

Her eyes sweep over me, and her head tilts slightly as if in thought. “Mmmm, they wear glasses? Nerdy. But you’re more like an athlete.”

“Thanks. And you are probably right. I used to fill in for the PE teacher all the time back when I taught English at the high school.”

“You did?” Emma’s eyes brighten even more, clearly impressed now. “Are you good at sports?”

I pause. “I wouldn’t say yes. I mostly just jog, but I played badminton and basketball in college.”

“Emma loves sports,” Gabby chimes in. “She was playing beach volleyball with friends earlier.”

“Nice,” I reply. “How was the game?”

“It was great,” she says, a rosy blush creeping across her cheeks.

Emma lingers for a moment, telling her mom about the volleyball game. She looks very young, full of energy, dressed in a simple T-shirt and shorts. Her brown hair is tied in a ponytail, her skin lightly tanned, and her hazel eyes bright. Her arms and legs carry a soft shimmer of sand from the beach, and there is an effortless freshness about her that reminds me of the place we are sitting in. She is undeniably lovely in the natural, sunlit way only college students seem to be.

“I need a shower,” Emma says before excusing herself.

Once the door closes behind her, Gabby settles into her chair again. “Emma is a freshman at West LA University,” she says, smiling with the quiet pride of a mother who loves her child. “She’s majoring in sports psychology.”

“Wonderful. I can tell she’s as smart and beautiful as her mother,” I say before I can stop myself.

Gabby meets my eyes. Her smile deepens, warm and a little shy. “Thank you,” she says.

The air shifts slightly. A thin, charged moment settles between us, and I immediately regret speaking so freely. I am not sure if I made things awkward or if the moment simply revealed more than I intended.

Gabby picks up her coffee, takes a slow sip, and returns to her notes with a calm, steady grace that somehow makes the moment feel even more intimate.

When she sets her cup down, my eyes drift to her lips before I can stop myself. They are full and soft, with a quiet, confident curve at the corners that reminds me of several French actresses.

“Where was I?” She pauses, her eyes lingering on mine. “Right. An honest man. All I want is a man who tells me the truth. Monogamy is not the issue. Honesty is.”

My heart flutters. What is she trying to tell me? My cheeks feel warm, and suddenly I am too aware of how close she is sitting. Is she testing me? Is she hinting at something? I let out a small laugh to steady myself.

“Are you saying,” I ask, stumbling a little over the words, “that you would not have minded your ex seeing someone else while he was married to you, as long as he told you so?”

She laughs, light and musical. “You make it sound ridiculous, Walter. No. That is not what I mean.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “But what do you mean?”

She shifts in her chair and leans in just a little, her expression soft but very clear.

“What I mean is this,” she says in a husky, but sincere, voice. “I would not mind sharing a man, as long as he does not lie to me. And as long as the other woman is not someone I cannot stand.”

I can’t tell the difference between her answer and my assumption, but it doesn’t really matter. My heart is racing as it becomes clear where this conversation is heading. “I see,” I can barely hear my own voice. “You’re an incredible, generous woman, Gabby. Whoever will be your next, is a lucky man.”

“Thank you,” she says with a grateful smile, gazing at me with her brown eyes that send shivers down my spine. “I’m not a saint, Walter. But I’m realistic. Some men aren't worth owning, others are worth sharing.”

This conversation has become so intimate that I suddenly become aware of our surroundings. There are a few people on the beach in the distance, scattered here and there, but for a moment I wonder if any of them can hear us. The thought fades almost instantly. Nothing seems important except the woman sitting beside me.

I am mesmerized by the way Gabby looks at me, her gaze steady and warm. I am hyperaware of the faint perfume that lingers around her, subtle and impossible to pin down. Gardenia, perhaps. Or jasmine. Something soft and floral that settles lightly in the air between us.

Would you like to share me with other women? The question is on the tip of my tongue. But I cannot bring myself to ask it. It feels too bold and too presumptuous.

“Have you ever shared a man with other women?” I ask instead.

She shakes her head. “No,” she says in a quiet voice. “Not yet.”

I take a breath, ready to ask the next question, the one sitting heavily in my chest. But a voice interrupts from the window above us. It’s Emma again.

“Mom. Do you know where my laptop charger is? I need it for my homework.”

Gabby gives a small, apologetic sigh. “It is probably in the living room. Let me help you look.”

She touches my arm lightly, almost as if she regrets stepping away, then excuses herself and disappears into the house.

I sit alone on the patio for a moment, staring at the quiet stretch of beach while I finish the last sip of my coffee. The late afternoon light is softer now, the sky shifting toward gold. I glance at my watch. Almost four. I have been here for nearly two hours. Time always moves faster when the company is good.

However much I enjoy the quiet afternoon, I should get going. I’ve spent more time here than I planned. I step inside, intending to find Gabby and say goodbye.

The living room is empty. I hear her voice further down the hallway, faint and indistinct, so I head in that direction. I barely take two steps when I almost collide with Emma, who is hurrying out of a room.

“I am sorry,” I say quickly, stepping back.

“No worries,” she says, flashing me a smile that sends a thrill down my body.

She looks different now. No trace of sand on her skin. Her hair is damp and loose, falling around her shoulders in soft waves. She has changed into a camisole and shorts made of soft material. The shorts barely cover her hips.

I clear my throat and refocus. “Where is your mom? I should say goodbye.”

“In the study,” she says, her gaze steady on me. She calls out over her shoulder, “Mom. Mr. Haines is leaving.”

Gabby’s voice answers faintly from the study. “One second.”

“Ok, take your time,” I shout back.

Emma continues to gaze at me. “Would you like to play badminton with me one day?”

I pause for a moment, surprised by the suggestion.

“Sure, I would love to,” I reply, looking into her bright hazel eyes. “But the thing is, I haven’t played in a while.”

“But I’m sure you still remember how,” Emma says, stepping closer and looking up at me with hope in her expression.

A sweet coconut aroma, perhaps from her shampoo or lotion, envelops me. I feel dizzy and try to look away, but she’s so close and insistent that it’s nearly impossible. As I fidget, I catch a glimpse of her curves stretching the fabric of her top, and the hard points beneath the camisole leave me momentarily breathless. Shit. I curse silently.

“I hope so,” I say, my heart thumping like I've just sprinted a marathon.

“Great,” she says. “It’s a date, then.”

My mouth drops open. What is happening? I chuckle to mask my nervousness. “What?”

She laughs and shifts slightly. “Just kidding. It’s an interview. You need to pass it to date my mom.”

“I’m not trying to date your mom,” I say, lowering my voice.

She stares at me for a moment, as if searching for the truth in my eyes. “You’re lying,” she says. “You said she was beautiful.”

She must have overheard my earlier comment. Once again, I regret making it. And who knows what else the naughty girl heard? I’m embarrassed and I feel the need to explain. “She is beautiful, but that doesn’t mean I—”

I don’t get to finish my sentence because Gabby appears in the hallway. “Leaving so soon?” she asks. “I was hoping you would stay for dinner.”

“Thank you for the invitation, but I need to go,” I say, relieved by her interruption. “Maybe another time. Call me if you have more questions about the book.”

“Oh, I will,” she replies with a laugh as she walks me toward the front door. “I haven’t even asked half of them. We should meet again.”

“Definitely,” I say, pausing in the doorway.

To my surprise, Gabby leans in and hugs me, then gives me a warm kiss on the cheek. “Bye.”

“Bye,” I respond, my face tingling from the brief press of her body against mine, even through our layers of clothing. Her perfume wafts up again, the faint scent of gardenia that I’ve already begun to associate with her.

When she pulls back, my heart races. There’s a look in her eyes, a quiet longing that stirs something deep within me. Her earlier words about wanting the right man echo in my mind, and I wonder again what she was really trying to convey.

I pull myself together when I notice Emma watching us intently.

I clear my throat. “It was nice meeting you, Emma.”

“Same here, Walter,” she replies, a smirk curving her lips. “I look forward to playing badminton with you!”

I don’t answer her but give them both a final wave as I head toward my car parked on the street. As I drive home, my thoughts drift between my conversation with Gabby and the unexpected exchange with Emma. What do they want, and what have I gotten myself into?


CHAPTER 2
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Before I reach Seaview Villas, I notice a U-Haul parked directly in front of the building, blocking the driveway to the parking lot. I mutter under my breath. It must be Madison Walker. She said she would move in either today or tomorrow. Why start so late? It is almost five. Most people begin moving in the morning. Then again, Madison has never been like most people.

As much as the blocked driveway annoys me, my heart stirs at the thought of my former student. She once presented me with an ethical dilemma I have not forgotten. What will happen this time?

I have not seen her since she signed the rental contract a week ago. We spoke briefly over the phone and exchanged a few text messages. So far, everything has remained strictly business, and I remind myself there is no reason to be uneasy.

I park on the street, just behind the U-Haul. The truck’s rear door is open, revealing a few pieces of furniture and several cardboard boxes. The gate to the Villas is propped open with a chair. I frown. It is a safe neighborhood, but too many people wander through on their way to the beach. I move the chair aside and head toward Unit 5.

As expected, the door is wide open. Voices carry from inside.

“I think it’s better the other way,” Madison says.

“Whatever you say, ma’am,” a man replies.

“Stop calling me ma’am,” she answers, laughing.

I knock on the doorframe. “Hello, Madison?”

There is a pause before she appears at the top of the stairs. She wears jeans, a soft T-shirt, and a bandana tied over her dark hair. Behind her, the newly renovated living room glows in the afternoon light. A few boxes are stacked near the wall, and a small sofa sits in the middle of the room, angled toward the window.

“Mr. Haines!” she says brightly, her midnight-blue eyes shimmering. “Where have you been? I was looking for you!”

I decide to ignore the question. “I thought you would be moving in tomorrow.”

“I couldn’t wait,” she says with a grin. “But it took me longer than expected to pack.”

“Are you moving by yourself or did you hire professionals?”

“Neither. My friends offered to help.”

Two young men appear behind her, one tall and wiry, the other broader in the shoulders.

“Josh and Mark,” Madison says. “My helpers.”

The young men give me a polite wave.

“We’re done with the bed,” the taller one says. “Mattress next?”

“Yes, thanks, Josh,” Madison replies.

They start past me toward the gate, but I stop them. “Before that, please move your truck. It’s blocking the driveway.”

“Sorry,” the taller one says quickly. “There wasn’t any spot earlier.”

As they hurry outside, I move my car to give them room. Watching them, I find myself wondering what kind of friends they are to Madison, then chuckle quietly and remind myself that it is none of my business.

I cook a simple meal for myself, settling on pasta with a light tomato sauce that I put together by following a recipe I found online. I warm a bowl of cooked broccoli in the microwave and remind myself that it is one of the few vegetables I truly enjoy, partly because it is healthy and partly because I have finally learned how to prepare it in a way that tastes good.

After finishing a few pieces of landlord business, mostly small tasks I should have handled earlier in the day, I finally sit down at my desk and open my laptop. The moment the document appears on the screen, my thoughts drift away from the story I am supposed to be continuing and slip into my real life instead. Gabby’s words repeat in my ears, soft but persistent, asking me whether I truly want to settle.

It occurs to me that I should have said something more honest to her. Even if I did want to settle, who would want to settle with me? I am not an ideal man for her or for any of the women in my life.

My mind cycles through their names, each one carrying its own history. Charlotte, Anya, Sara… My relationships with them have been mostly physical, brief moments of connection that never grew into anything steady.

I was a rebound for Charlotte, someone she reached for after her marriage crumbled. Anya told me openly that commitment was difficult for her, and I accepted it because I understood it in my own way. Sara may have been interested in my sperm, but she was never interested in a long-term future with me.

Then there is Gabby. I still cannot fully understand why she said she would share a man with other women. I do not know whether she was speaking hypothetically or whether she had someone specific in mind. The thought of her and Anya sharing a man together sends a rush of lust through me. I push the idea aside before it can take shape. This is not the time for fantasies. I tell myself to stop daydreaming and focus on the work at hand. I take a deep breath and place my fingers on the keyboard.

In my story, Peter is once again Amber’s boyfriend, and the two have become inseparable. He has told Amber that he loves her, although the words feel different from what he expected love to feel like. Now he faces a difficult choice. He can attend college in Seattle so that he can stay with Amber, or he can accept his offer from UCLA and return to California, the place where he grew up and always imagined he would build his future.

Eventually, Peter decides to stay in Seattle. This decision stands in sharp contrast to the one I made at his age. I have always wondered what might have happened if I had made the same choice as Peter, and the story has become a quiet way for me to rewrite the parts of my life that I still think about more often than I admit.

I am now working on the chapter that follows Peter’s time travel, set twenty years after the moment he changes his past. Peter’s life has undergone significant changes in every possible way.  He is married to Amber, and they have two children together. As much as I would like a happy ending, the story has taken on a life of its own.

Peter’s marriage begins to resemble that of his parents, and for the first time in his life, he understands why his father eventually chose divorce. He remains a high school English teacher and has no intention of leaving the profession despite the disappointments that come with it.

I stare at the screen and ask myself whether this is the path Peter truly wants and, beneath that question, whether it is the path I want for him. I think through the possibilities, unable to decide how the story should end.

I stand and walk to the kitchen to get a glass of water, hoping that a sip or two will clear my head. The sky outside has settled into a deep blue, and the courtyard lights have begun to flicker on. I barely finish the water before I hear the sound of the doorbell echoing through the quiet apartment.

I glance at the clock. It is a little after eight. I go to the door. When I open it, Madison stands in the hallway with her hair still tied in the bandana she wore earlier, though a few damp strands cling to her temples. She gives me an apologetic smile.

“I am sorry to bother you,” she says. “I finished moving in, and I tried to shower, but there is no hot water at all.”

“It is all right,” I tell her. “I will take a look at the water heater. Go back to your apartment, and I will let you know when it is working.”

“Thank you. I really appreciate it.” She gives me a small, grateful smile before returning to her unit.

I lock my door behind me and walk across the courtyard. The utility room is situated behind Units 3 and 4, which places it directly under the kitchen window of Anya’s unit. As I follow the narrow path along the building, I glance upward.

Through the window, I can see into the brightly lit kitchen. Anya and Charlotte are standing side by side at the sink, sleeves rolled up, laughing as they wash the dishes. They look relaxed and happy, completely at ease in each other’s presence. They do not notice me as I walk past.

I reach the utility room door and unlock it. Inside, the stale warmth of the machinery greets me. I crouch by the water heater and check the control panel. The pilot light is out, which explains Madison’s complaint. I relight it, holding the ignition until the flame steadies. The heater begins its low, familiar rumble.

As I work, Anya and Charlotte’s laughter drifts faintly through the open window above. After Charlotte moved in, the two of them became unexpectedly close. Anya and I are seeing each other, though she has never spent the night at my place.

Anya told me she wants to avoid any gossip among the other tenants, which I accepted at face value. Lately, though, I find myself wondering whether that is the real reason, or whether she simply prefers to stay in her own apartment with Charlotte.

The two women share a bed, supposedly because there is not much space in Unit 3. I remind myself that it is their business, yet I cannot deny the small surge of jealousy that rises every time I think about it.

I finish checking the heater and wait until the pipes begin to warm. Once I am satisfied that everything is running correctly, I close the panel, step outside, and lock the utility room.

As I turn to leave, the kitchen window slides open. This time they notice me. Charlotte spots me first.

“Well, look who is milling around back here,” she calls, grinning.

Anya leans into view with a gentle smile. “Walter, do you want to come in for a glass of wine?”

Her invitation is warm, and for a moment I consider it. Then I remember I’ve got work to do.

“I would like to, but I am busy at the moment,” I say. “I need to take care of something for the new tenant.”

Charlotte wipes her hands on a towel and adds, “Come by after you are done. We will still be awake.”

I nod. “All right. I might stop by later.”

They slide the window closed as I head back toward Unit 5. The warmth of their laughter lingers behind me, although I push my thoughts aside and remind myself that Madison is waiting for me.

When I reach Unit 5, I notice the door is slightly ajar, as if she has been listening for me to return. I knock gently, and the sound carries softly through the evening quiet.

“Madison?” I call, raising my voice toward the staircase. “You should have hot water in a few minutes.”

“Thank you. You are a lifesaver,” she calls back from upstairs.

“No problem,” I reply. My chest tightens at the sound of her voice. “If it still doesn’t get warm, let me know.”

I turn to leave, but before I take a step she calls out, “Wait!”

I look back just as she appears at the top of the stairs.

“Could you stay here for a minute?” she asks. “I am going to turn on the shower and make sure it gets hot.”

“Sure,” I say.

“Great. Come inside and make yourself comfortable.” She smiles quickly and disappears into the bedroom.

I hesitate, reminding myself that Madison has a history with me, even if it belongs to a different time. Standing in her doorway feels strange, yet hovering outside would feel even stranger, so I step inside and tell myself it will be brief.

The living room is small and still mostly empty. A simple gray sofa sits against one wall, looking new and a little stiff. Several cardboard boxes are stacked beside it, some sealed and others half-open.

A single lamp casts a soft amber glow across the floor, though the rest of the place feels bare, as if it has not yet decided what kind of home it wants to be. Her suitcase lies open near the staircase, clothes spilling out in scattered, familiar colors.

A moment later, I hear the shower running upstairs. I wait for her to call down, listening for any sign that the water is warming. Several minutes pass. When nothing happens, I step closer to the staircase.

“How is it?” I call.

She does not respond. Thinking she may not have heard me, I raise my voice. “Madison?”

This time she answers. “It is still not warm.”

That is odd. I frown and move toward the steps. “Have you tried turning the knob both ways? Sometimes the installers reverse the cartridge.”

“I have,” she says, appearing again at the top of the stairs. “I am not that clueless, Mr. Haines.”

“That is not what I meant,” I say quietly. “I am just trying to help.”

She softens, then asks, “Can you come up and take a look, please?”

“Of course.” I start up the stairs, my heart picking up speed. It is not the first time I have gone into a tenant’s bathroom to fix something, yet I cannot deny the heightened awareness that comes with being invited into Madison’s private space.

At the top of the stairs, the hallway opens into her bedroom. The door is half open, and the sound of running water fills the space with a steady hush. Madison stands beside the doorway, in a tank top and a pair of cotton shorts. There are water beads all over her hair and her face, and her tank top is wet, sticking to her body.

I avert my eyes when I realize she isn’t wearing a bra.

“It is in here,” she says. “Sorry to drag you into this so late.”

“It is all right,” I reply. “Let me take a look.”

I step into the bathroom. The shower is running, but when I place my hand under the stream the water is cold enough to sting. I test the faucet, turning the handle slowly. It moves smoothly, which tells me the issue is not stiffness. I angle it all the way toward hot. Still cold.

Madison leans against the doorframe, watching me with a quiet intensity.

“What do you think?” she asks.

“It looks like the mixing valve is stuck,” I say as I inspect the handle. “Sometimes after a remodel, the cartridge catches, or the anti-scald setting is left too low. The water cannot pull fully from the hot line.”

“So it is not me?” she asks with a teasing smile.

“No,” I say. “It is the plumbing.”

She steps a little closer. “Good. I prefer when things are not my fault.”

I keep my eyes on the shower handle. “I will need to grab my tools. I can fix it tonight if you want hot water for your shower.”

“I would appreciate it,” she says softly. “I feel disgusting after moving all day.”

I shut off the water and step out of the shower. I excuse myself at the doorway, not wanting to accidentally touch her. She moves reluctantly to make room for me.

Nonetheless, my arm brushes against hers, and a whiff of her musky scent fills my nostrils, sending a shiver down my spine.

“I will be right back,” I say in a voice that I can barely recognize. “It should not take long.”

She nods and walks with me to the top of the stairs. “Thank you again,” she murmurs. Her voice carries a warmth that has nothing to do with the water heater.

I head down the stairs and walk back to the utility room to grab the small toolkit I keep there, then return to Unit 5.

Back in Madison’s bathroom, I kneel by the tub and remove the small cover plate behind the handle. Madison stands close behind me, close enough that I can sense the heat of her body. I try to ignore it and focus on my work.

I loosen the retaining screw, ease the cartridge out, and adjust the mixing valve so it can open properly again.

The work takes less than a minute. When I tighten the handle again, I turn the knob and let the water run.

Within a few seconds, steam begins to rise. The water shifts from cold to lukewarm, then gradually warms up.

“It is working,” I say.

Madison steps up beside me, close enough that her body presses against mine. I try to move, but there’s no room. She holds her hand under the stream, then looks up at me with a slow smile.

“It is perfect,” she says. “Thank you.”

Her deep blue eyes that nearly tempted me to sin once again mesmerize me. I’m unable to look away.  Our bodies are but inches away, and I can almost feel the crests of her breasts.

I take a deep breath and steady myself. “You should be fine now,” I say. “If anything else happens, just call me.”

“Of course,” she replies. “Trust me, I will.” She steps out of the tub, and I follow her lead.

I gather my toolkit and head for the doorway, but once again, she stops me. “Just a second, Mr. Haines,” she says.

I pause and turn around. Madison is holding a towel, and before I can protest, she moves closer to wipe the water from my face. “You’re all wet.”

“I’m fine,” I reply. “Don’t worry about it.”

But she insists, wiping my arms as well.

“That’s the least I can do,” she says, her dark blue eyes locking onto mine.

I give in, allowing her to continue.

“By the way, where is your sister?” I ask, mostly to distract myself. “You said she was moving in with you.”

“Oh, she’s at a conference in Vegas,” she says. “She should be back tomorrow.”

“I can’t wait to meet her,” I say. I wonder briefly what kind of conference it is, but I do not want to be nosy. I have not met Madison’s sister yet. The only thing I know about her is her name. Hailey.

My gaze inadvertently drifts to Madison’s shirt; the wet fabric clings to her, revealing her perky breasts and dusky nipples.

My cock jolts in response. Madison gasps and looks up at me. I curse silently and place a hand on her shoulder. “I should get going, Madison.”

She pouts slightly, but doesn’t insist this time. “Ok. Thanks again, Mr. Haines.”

“Good night, Madison.”

I turn and leave the room, aware of her presence behind me as I descend the stairs. Only when the door closes at my back do I let out a long breath, steadying myself as I cross the courtyard toward the utility room.

The night air is cool, but my skin feels warmer than before.


CHAPTER 3

[image: ]

I walk across the courtyard to the utility room and return the toolkit to its place on the shelf. The metal door clicks softly as I close it. The night air is cool now, and the walkway lights cast long, gentle shadows along the building. I take a breath to steady myself before heading toward Unit 3.

I knock once. Anya opens the door almost immediately and steps aside, letting me in with her usual calm grace. She looks comfortable and striking tonight, dressed in a cream-colored T-shirt and soft gray joggers that make her look relaxed and inviting. Her dark blonde hair falls in loose waves down her back, still shiny from the shower she probably took earlier.

Charlotte sits curled up on the couch with her long legs folded beneath her. She is wearing a silky pale-green camisole and soft lounge shorts that make her look like she has already settled into the evening. Her chestnut hair is gathered into a loose braid over one shoulder, and the smile she gives me sends a familiar warmth into my chest. It has been weeks since our brief escape to Catalina Island, but the memories still feel vivid. I am not sure those feelings have fully disappeared, no matter how much time has passed.

A half-finished bottle of red wine sits on the coffee table with two glasses beside it. On the television screen, a paused image shows a couple kissing against a rain-splattered window, their hands exploring each other with an intensity I was not expecting to walk in on.

“Come sit,” Anya says with a soft smile. She moves toward the kitchen. “I will get you a glass.”

I take a seat on the armchair across from Charlotte.

“How’s the new job?” I ask. “You started two days ago, right?”

Her face lights up immediately. “It’s been amazing. I love the team. The title’s technically a step down, but I get to work with manuscripts all day, and everyone’s so passionate. It finally feels like I’m where I belong.”

“I am happy for you,” I say, and I mean it. There was always something bright and determined in her, something that made me admire her even before we crossed boundaries.

Anya returns and places an empty glass on the table for me. She pours a generous amount of wine, then reaches for the remote control to exit the paused film.

“What are you doing?” Charlotte says with clear disappointment. “I love this one. At least let me finish the scene.”

“He will not care for it,” Anya replies, giving me a small, gently teasing glance before she sits beside her.

I take a sip of wine. “What are you watching?”

Charlotte perks up. “It is called Winds of Desire. It is on Passionflix. It is based on a bestselling romance novel by this incredible author,” she gushes, glancing at Anya with an enigmatic smile. “The story is intense, emotional, and very character-driven.”

I recall she once teased me for not reading romance. She looks at me now with a familiar challenge in her eyes.

“I do not mind,” I say. “Go ahead.”

Charlotte smirks. “You will not regret it.” She lifts the remote and hits play.

The scene resumes with soft music and dim lighting. The couple on screen is now next to a kitchen counter, breathing hard, whispering lines I cannot imagine ever saying in my life. The woman’s hands travel up the man’s chest, and he lifts her onto the counter with slow, deliberate confidence. It is more intimate than I expected, definitely more explicit than anything I anticipated watching tonight.

Heat rises in my neck, and I shift in my seat, trying to look at the screen without looking too closely. Charlotte gives me a sidelong glance and bites back a laugh. Anya settles on the couch beside her, watching the scene with an expression of mild amusement, as if she has seen it before and knows exactly when the steamy parts are coming.

The actors begin kissing with increasing intensity. The woman’s blouse slips off her shoulder. The man’s hand moves to her thigh. I take a slightly larger sip of wine than I intended.

Charlotte leans in with a playful whisper. “See? Told you it was good.”

I clear my throat quietly, unable to hide the embarrassment creeping up my face. The scene continues to climb in heat, and I find myself wishing the characters would resolve whatever dramatic conflict they have and move on to something less intimate.

Neither woman seems bothered in the slightest. I suspect that makes my discomfort even more obvious.

I take another drink and fix my gaze on the wine bottle for a moment, doing my best to regain composure while the steam-filled scene unfolds just inches away.

I’ve shared intimate moments with both women, yet sitting between them as this scene unfolds feels oddly vulnerable. It stirs something forbidden within me: the emotions I harbor for each of them. Memories of nights with Charlotte on Catalina Island flood my mind, and a deep yearning grips my body. Meanwhile, Anya’s passion captivates me in a way I can’t ignore.

Could I possibly be fortunate enough to have them both? I know I shouldn’t entertain such thoughts, yet here I am. Goodness. It must stem from Gabby’s bold admission: “I wouldn’t mind sharing…” I can’t help but wonder if Anya and Charlotte share that sentiment.

The movie finally transitions to something tamer, and Charlotte grabs the remote to lower the volume. She turns toward Anya with a glowing expression.

“I swear, this story gets me every time,” Charlotte says.

Anya smiles modestly. “I am glad you like it.”

I take another sip of wine and glance between them. “You both seem very familiar with this one. Who wrote it?”

Charlotte opens her mouth, but Anya speaks first, quiet enough that I almost miss it.

“I did.”

For a moment, I am unable to process her words. I stare at her, certain I misheard, but her expression remains perfectly calm.

“You… wrote it,” I repeat.

She nods.

My mouth falls open. I try to speak and end up stumbling over my words in a way that feels uncomfortably adolescent. “That… that was your book? The entire movie? You wrote Winds of Desire?”

“Yes,” she says with an almost shy smile. “Under a pen name.”

I sit back, stunned. I remember her telling me, weeks ago, in my apartment, that she wrote “chick lit.” I had smiled, thinking she meant lighthearted romance blogs or short stories in a small magazine. I never imagined this. This is not “chick lit.” This is a bestselling novel that has been adapted into a full-length feature on Passionflix.

“Anya,” I say, still stammering. “I had no idea. I mean… this is incredible. You are… very talented.”

She lowers her gaze, a faint blush warming her cheeks. “Thank you,” she says softly. “But really, it is just work. It pays better than teaching.”

Charlotte lets out a bright laugh. “Better than teaching? It pays better than half the jobs in this city. Do not let her fool you, Walter. Anya is a superstar. I felt the same way when I found out she was the author behind her pen name. I have been a fan for years.” She taps her chest proudly. “Years.”

Anya waves a hand dismissively. “I am not a superstar. I am just trying to cover rent at Seaview Villas. My professoring paycheck barely manages that.”

Charlotte bumps her shoulder affectionately. “You are too modest. You wrote a book that millions of women adore. Including me.”

I look at Anya again, genuinely seeing her for the first time in a new light. The confident professor, the demanding tenant, the woman who was an “enemy” turned lover. She is also the mind behind a story passionate enough that even a brief glimpse embarrassed me.

“I cannot believe you never told me,” I say. “And you said “chick lit.’”

She gives a small, self-conscious smile. “I thought the truth would scare you off,” she admits.

I laugh under my breath, still astonished. “It did not.”

Anya holds my gaze, the corners of her mouth lifting. “Good.”

Anya scoots closer on the couch, her subtle perfume with notes of vanilla filling the space between us.

"Thank you for not judging me," she whispers, and before I can ask what exactly I haven't judged her for, her lips press against my cheek.

It's a chaste gesture, almost friendly, but something in the lingering pressure of her mouth sends electricity down my spine. I groan and find myself turning to kiss her back.

I don’t intend to deepen the kiss. I truly don’t, because of Charlotte’s presence. But the tension has been building all afternoon and evening, and it’s taking real effort to hold myself still.

First it was Gabby at her beachfront house, discussing my manuscript with those knowing eyes. "I wouldn't mind sharing a man who's worth sharing," she said, her gaze leaving no question about which man she meant.

Then her daughter Emma, a college student with some agenda written in the corners of her smile.

And just minutes ago, Madison, my former student and current tenant, tempting me with her wet shirt after I fixed her faucet. The memory of steam curling from her bathroom mingles with the warmth of Anya's lips.

My hand slides under Anya’s thin shirt, finding the smooth plane of her back. Her skin feels impossibly warm. She moans softly against my mouth. What is happening to me? Everything feels surreal, disconnected from the life I've known.

Walter Haines, ordinary man, landlord of Seaview Villas, failed English teacher, afraid of commitment. Suddenly I'm the ladies' favorite. It's absurd. It sounds like someone's romance novel, or perhaps a fantasy written by a lonely man. Certainly not my life.

And yet, I'm still kissing Anya Petrov, Russian Literature professor, my fingers tracing the delicate ridges of her spine.

Charlotte clears her throat. I'd almost forgotten she was here, watching the movie with us before things... evolved. "You two should probably get a room," she says softly. "Go upstairs. I'll finish the movie." Her voice lacks conviction, a tremor hiding beneath her practical suggestion.

Anya breaks our kiss, her gray eyes shining like polished silver. "No, that would be selfish." She turns to Charlotte with a smile that makes my heart skip. "You should join us instead."

My breath hitches. Am I dreaming? I had the wish just minutes ago but I'm still taken by surprise. I don't speak. Can't speak. It's a fantastic idea, one I can't pretend doesn't appeal to my basest instincts. I turn to look at Charlotte, waiting.

Charlotte's olive eyes brighten, catching the soft light of the living room lamp. "Are you sure?" she asks Anya, not me. Something passes between the women, an understanding I'm not privy to.

"I'm sure if you are," Anya replies, her accent thicker now with desire.

They both turn to me. "Are you up to it?" Anya asks, one eyebrow arched in challenge.

"Of course," I manage to say, my voice strained and barely recognizable to my own ears.

Charlotte doesn't hesitate. She moves toward me, and our lips connect. Her kiss is different from Anya's—familiar yet new. Her lips taste like the wine we were drinking earlier, rich and complex. Her tongue slides against mine with ease, reminding me of our passionate nights before she went back to New York.

I remember the Catalina Island hotel that overlooks the harbor, where we made love by the window, displaying our passion to the sky and the sea.

My hand finds her breast, cupping it over her bra. The weight feels right in my palm. I can feel her nipple hardening through the thin fabric.

As Charlotte and I continue to kiss, I feel Anya shift behind me. Her arms wrap around my torso, hands slipping under my shirt to touch bare skin. Her nails trace light patterns across my stomach, moving lower until she reaches the waistband of my jeans.

With deft fingers, she undoes the button, then the zipper, reaching inside to free me from the confining fabric of my boxer shorts. Her grip is firm but gentle as she begins to stroke me from behind.

I groan into Charlotte's mouth. My hands move to unclasp her bra beneath her shirt, fingers fumbling slightly in my eagerness. When I succeed, I slip my hands beneath the loosened cups to feel her breasts properly.

Charlotte moans and breaks our kiss to pull off her camisole, then her bra, exposing herself fully to the warm air of my living room.

I don't wait for an invitation to lean forward and take one nipple into my mouth. Her skin tastes slightly salty, and I savor it, swirling my tongue around the hardened peak.

Anya moves from behind me. She stands between my legs and slowly kneels on the floor. She takes my shaft in her mouth, her lips sliding down slowly, teasingly. The dual sensation of Charlotte's breast against my tongue and Anya's mouth around me is almost overwhelming.

Charlotte leans against the couch's armrest now, watching Anya give me oral pleasure while I continue to suck and lick at her breast. "This is hotter than any Passionflix movie," Charlotte says between moans, her hand moving to caress her other breast.

Charlotte spreads her thighs, one hand drifting down to touch herself through her panties. The sight makes me groan, vibrations passing from my mouth to her nipple. I free one hand from her breast to reach between her legs, pushing her fingers aside to touch her drenched sex myself. Even through the thin cotton of her underwear, I can feel how wet she is. I push the fabric aside and slip two fingers inside her, making her gasp.

"Don't stop," she begs, her hips rocking against my hand.

Meanwhile, Anya takes me deeper into her throat, a skill that once surprised me from the dignified professor, but now makes sense coming from a romance writer.

Her tongue does things that make coherent thought impossible. Pressure builds at the base of my spine, a familiar tightening that warns of impending release. I don't want this to end so quickly.

"Stop," I tell Anya, my voice rough. "I don't want to come yet."

She looks up at me, lips wet and slightly swollen, a question in her eyes. I nod toward Charlotte, whose breathing has grown rapid and shallow under my touch. Anya smiles, understanding what I'm suggesting. We're just getting started.

Anya stops and stands up, her lips curved in a satisfied smile despite being the one giving pleasure rather than receiving it. We shift positions with a wordless ease that feels natural despite its novelty.

I sit upright on the couch, my back against the cushions, as Charlotte rises to her feet and then straddles my lap. Her weight settles on me, perfect and warm. Our eyes lock as she slowly lowers herself onto my cock, taking me inside her with a soft gasp that might be the most beautiful sound I've ever heard.

She begins to move, finding a rhythm that makes her chestnut hair sway with each rise and fall of her hips. I place my hands on her waist, not guiding but simply holding, feeling the subtle flexing of muscles beneath her soft skin. Charlotte's eyes never leave mine, and I wonder what she sees there. Wonder? Lust? Perhaps both.

Anya sits down next to us on the couch, watching with unabashed interest. Her gray eyes are darker now, pupils dilated with arousal. For a minute, she simply observes, one hand slipping between her own thighs. The sight of her touching herself while watching us sends a fresh surge of heat through me.

With her free hand, Anya caresses my arm, then Charlotte's back, her touch light but deliberate. Then she stands, her movements graceful and unhurried. She pulls her T-shirt over her head, revealing a black lace bra that contrasts beautifully with her fair skin.

Her pants follow, pushed down slender legs to pool at her feet. The matching lace underwear completes the set, making me wonder if she had planned this all along.

Charlotte's rhythm falters slightly as she watches Anya undress. "God, you're gorgeous," she breathes, and Anya smiles in response.

Anya moves to stand behind Charlotte, reaching around to cup both her breasts. Charlotte moans loudly at the contact, her back arching, pushing her breasts further into Anya's hands and driving me deeper inside her.

"Yes," Charlotte gasps, her movements becoming more urgent. "Right there."

I can't tell if she's speaking to me or Anya, but it doesn't matter. We're moving together now, three bodies finding a shared cadence. Charlotte rocks against me while Anya kneads her breasts, occasionally pinching her nipples gently between thumb and forefinger.

I thrust upward to meet Charlotte's downward motion, feeling the slick heat of her enveloping me completely. The couch creaks slightly beneath us, a mundane sound that somehow heightens the surreal quality of the moment.

I, Walter Haines, former high school English teacher, current landlord of a modest apartment complex in Santa Monica, am having sex with two beautiful women at once. If someone had told me this morning that this would be happening, I would have recommended they seek professional help for their delusions.

Charlotte's breath comes faster now, her rhythm growing erratic. "I'm gonna come soon," she announces, her voice tight with approaching pleasure. Anya responds by sliding one hand down Charlotte's stomach to where our bodies join, finding the sensitive bundle of nerves above my penetration.

"Oh god," Charlotte whimpers, her inner muscles clenching around me. The sensation nearly pushes me over the edge, but I hold back, wanting to prolong this improbable ecstasy.

Charlotte's movements grow faster, more desperate. I grasp her hips more firmly now, helping her maintain the pace as Anya's fingers continue their clever work.

Charlotte's skin flushes pink, starting at her chest and rising to her face. Her lips part, eyes unfocused, looking at something beyond the physical world.

"Walter," she gasps, and hearing my name in that breathless voice sends a jolt through me. "Walter, I'm coming."

Her whole body tenses, then trembles as her orgasm washes over her. Her inner walls pulse around me in waves, making it nearly impossible to maintain my control.

I grit my teeth and think of unpaid bills, property tax assessments, anything to keep from finishing too soon.

Charlotte collapses against me, her forehead resting on my shoulder as she catches her breath. We hold still for a moment, the only sound in the room our combined breathing. Anya strokes Charlotte's back soothingly, waiting for her trembling to subside.

"It's my turn now," Anya finally says, her accent thicker than usual. "And I would like to do it doggie style."

Charlotte lifts her head from my shoulder and smiles at Anya over her shoulder. "I might need a minute to recover," she says with a breathless laugh.

Anya shimmies out of her lacy panties, the movement somehow both efficient and seductive. She removes her bra next, freeing breasts that are even fuller than I last saw. Without further ceremony, she gets down on the floor on all fours, looking back at me expectantly.

Charlotte lifts herself off me carefully, letting out a small sigh as we separate. But she doesn't move far. Instead, she helps me off the couch, tugging at the jeans still bunched around my thighs and pulling my T-shirt over my head. Before letting me go to Anya, she kneels and places a kiss on the tip of my erection, which hasn't flagged despite her powerful climax.

"I haven't had enough," she whispers against my skin, making me shiver.

"You'll have your second round after me," Anya says from her position on the floor.

I chuckle, quite flattered by their insatiable appetite. Who knew my ordinary existence could transform so completely in one evening? I kneel behind Anya, taking a moment to appreciate the view of her on all fours, waiting for me. I palm her backside first, feeling its firm roundness beneath my hands.

"Don't tease," she says, but her tone suggests she enjoys the anticipation.

I slip my hand between her thighs, finding her wet and ready. I stroke her folds, circling her entrance before moving up to tease her clit. She pushes back against my hand, wordlessly asking for more.

"Please," she finally says, abandoning pride for desire.

I spread her butt cheeks wider, positioning myself behind her. The head of my cock nudges against her entrance, and I pause there, savoring the moment before pleasure overtakes thought. Then I push forward, sliding into her in one long, slow thrust until I'm buried to the hilt.

Anya yelps with pleasure, her back arching beautifully. I begin to thrust slowly, establishing a rhythm while reaching down to cup her dangling breasts. Her nipples harden against my palms, and I roll them gently between my fingers, making her moan.

On the couch, Charlotte watches us with hungry eyes. She spreads her legs wide, one hand returning to the juncture of her thighs. Her fingers circle and stroke her still-sensitive flesh, glistening with her own wetness. Her other hand squeezes her breast, mimicking my touch on Anya.

The sight of Charlotte pleasuring herself while watching us nearly undoes me. My rhythm falters as heat builds at the base of my spine. I'm close, too close, but Anya begs for more.

"Deeper," she commands, and I comply, driving into her with renewed vigor.

I clench my teeth, trying to hold on, but making it more difficult is the way Anya's inner walls suddenly clench around me, as if her body is teasing mine.

"I'm close," I warn her, my voice strained.

"We should come together," she says, her words punctuated by little gasps as I continue to thrust. "Give it to me, Cowboy."

The nickname makes me laugh, but the sound transforms into a groan as Anya's muscles tighten around me again. I thrust faster, harder, feeling her respond in kind. When her inner muscles begin to squeeze me in waves, I know she's reached her peak.

I let go then, spilling inside her with a grunt that comes from deep in my chest. Anya cries out, her arms giving way so that her upper body collapses onto the floor while her hips remain elevated, still joined with mine.

Through the haze of my own pleasure, I hear Charlotte's sharp intake of breath. I turn my head to see her writhing on the couch, caught in the throes of her second orgasm of the night.

For a minute, none of us speak. The only sounds are our heavy breathing and the distant noise of traffic on Pacific Coast Highway. Reality seems to reassert itself slowly, reminding us that the world continues to exist beyond this room, beyond this unexpected convergence of desire.

"That was great," Charlotte finally says, at the exact moment Anya murmurs, "Incredible," and I whisper, "Amazing."

We laugh at the simultaneous commentary, the tension breaking.

Anya rolls over to lie on her back, breath still unsteady, and lets out a soft laugh. “So… was that your first threesome?”

Charlotte sits up on the couch. “For me, yes.”

Then she glances at me with a crooked smile. “You too, right?”

I nod. “Yes. First time.”

Charlotte asks Anya. “What about you?”

Anya brushes a curl away from her cheek and gives a small shrug. “College. My roommate and her boyfriend convinced me to join them one night.” She winces slightly at the memory. “It was fun until she got jealous. That part was strange.”

Charlotte laughs under her breath. “I can imagine.”

There is a soft pause before Anya adds, “But at least it taught me early that I am not built for committed relationships. I prefer things light. Flexible. No strings attached.”

Charlotte angles her head. “That surprises me.”

“Why?” Anya asks.

Charlotte nudges her. “You write romance. I expected you to be the happily-ever-after type.”

Anya snorts softly. “I write romance, not marriage. Big difference.”

I chuckle at the witty remark.

"You should include this in your book," Charlotte tells Anya, stretching languidly on the couch.

"Yes," Anya agrees with a smile. "Perhaps I should start writing harem fantasies."

I help her up from the floor, oddly touched by the idea that this experience might find its way into literature. It seems fitting somehow, this transformation of flesh into words. After all, isn't that what I've been trying to do with my own writing? Turn the messiness of life into something with meaning, with structure?

But those are thoughts for tomorrow. Tonight belongs to sensation, to the unexpected gift of connection with these two remarkable women.


CHAPTER 4
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It is late afternoon, and I am sitting in my armchair in the living room with Tom Jones open in my lap. I am near the end of the novel, somewhere around one of the many scenes where Tom proclaims his love for Sophia with a breathless kiss and a speech about destiny. Yet my mind refuses to stay in the eighteenth century. It keeps wandering elsewhere.

I keep thinking about Winds of Desire. About the movie I watched two nights ago with Anya and Charlotte. I already have the book. It’s been sitting on the coffee table since Anya placed it in my hands that night. And yet I haven’t opened it. Not once.

Perhaps because I still cannot fully process the fact that Anya wrote it. A bestseller. A Passionflix adaptation. A story far more compelling than anything I have ever taught or written. What else has she written? How long has she been doing this? Do I even want to know?

I close Tom Jones with a sigh and set it aside.

My laptop is on the coffee table. I flip it open before I can talk myself out of it. I’m not looking for the book. I already know where it is. I’m looking for her.

A quick search brings up Anya’s pen name, bold and confident above a catalog of her work. A dozen novels. Many of them bestsellers. The covers are polished and striking, drenched in emotion and heat. This isn’t a fluke. It’s a career.

I scroll slowly, feeling a strange mixture of pride and envy. So this is what she meant when she said she wrote “chick lit.” This is what she has been building on her own besides lecturing about other people’s stories in classrooms.

I glance down at the coffee table.

Winds of Desire is still there, waiting. The hard copy. The one she lent me. The one I promised I would read. Somehow, I never quite found the courage—or the time.

I close the laptop gently and reach for the book instead. The cover feels heavier than it should, as if carrying a hundred unspoken questions. Holding it, I settle back into the armchair and open to the first page.

I tell myself I will read only a chapter, maybe two. I have never been a romance reader. Men, supposedly, are not meant to enjoy these stories. We are supposed to read the classics, or tales of adventure and ambition, books that carry weight and purpose and never ask us to feel too much.

Yet the very first sentence proves me wrong.

I knew from the first moment that wanting him was a mistake, but my heart never cared for rules.

It is so powerful that I am hooked, completely. The next thing I know, I am twenty pages into a novel written by Anya, unable to pull my eyes from the screen.

Tom Jones lies forgotten on the side table.

Anya’s prose moves with a rhythm I recognize from her voice, quiet but sharp, understated but precise. She builds the tiniest moments into something electric. A glance. A touch. A sentence that seems to breathe against the skin.

There is something deeply human in her writing, something too honest to dismiss as entertainment. I feel the pull of the characters, their restraint, their longing. It is more compelling than any Flaubert, more vivid than any Hemingway, more sincere than anything I have written in my own career.

The realization makes my chest tighten. I should feel jealous or threatened or something fragile and defensive, but instead I feel admiration rising through me in a quiet, almost painful way. I flip to the next page.

Anya is a gifted storyteller. Not just good. Exceptional. She understands people, desire, fear, hunger, the aching need to be seen. She writes emotion with a clarity I do not possess, and I know it.

I stop, hand pressed to the spine of the book, wondering how long she has been carrying this talent in secret. How many nights she sat up writing while I sat across the courtyard editing my own manuscripts, oblivious to the fact that one of my tenants was crafting a story far more alive than any of mine.

I turn the page again. Another line catches me.

He wanted me, but restraint had carved itself into his bones.

My breath stalls. Anya wrote that sentence for a fictional man, yet it feels as if she has written straight through me. For a moment, I wonder whether the story could possibly be based on us. Anya and I did feel a spark the moment we met, something charged and unmistakable.

I check the publication date. Two years ago. That alone makes it impossible. Besides, I cannot imagine being the model for the novel’s intensely attractive protagonist, a man who moves through the pages with effortless confidence and rugged appeal. I am nothing of the sort.

Stop daydreaming and be real. I keep reading. I cannot stop, neither do I want to stop.

Despite my reluctance to acknowledge it, the novel feels like a mirror, reflecting parts of myself I didn’t expect to see. My hesitations. My desires. The quiet struggle between what I want and what I tell myself I must not want.

It’s incredible how much Anya understands. Did she see through me the moment we met?

A strange mixture of pride and shame wells up inside me. Pride that she is capable of turning something mundane into something extraordinary. Shame that I never saw it sooner.

I turn another page. Then another.

My eyes burn. I should take a break, but the book tightens its grip around me. It is more interesting than anything on my shelf, more absorbing than the classics I have taught, and more alive than the drafts I force myself to revise.

I am halfway through a paragraph when the sharp ring of the doorbell jolts me upright. The afternoon light has already begun to dim. Someone is at the door.

I lower the book, heart still thudding from the intensity of the story. The sound repeats. Someone is waiting.

I close Winds of Desire slowly, my thumb lingering on the indentation left by Anya’s name, or rather, by the name she writes under.

Then I stand, feeling both reluctant and breathless, and walk to the door.

When I open the door, Madison stands in the hallway with a laptop under her arm. She’s wearing a simple sundress with a denim jacket, her straight black hair falling neatly behind her. A cotton tote bag hangs from one shoulder.  She has a look of quiet desperation that immediately sets off alarms.

What happened two nights ago in my apartment flashes in my head, and I have to breathe in to steady myself.

“Hi,” she says, slightly out of breath. “I am so sorry to bother you again. I know it is late.”

“What is wrong?” I ask, hoping it is not the hot water issue again.

“My English paper is due tomorrow morning.” She lifts the laptop slightly. “I am completely stuck. I tried everything, but nothing makes sense. Could you help me? Just for a little bit?”

I shake my head. “Madison, I am not an English teacher anymore. You should go to your professor or the writing center.”

“They are closed,” she says quickly. “And I asked one of my classmates, but she has not read the book.”

“Have you tried online help?” I ask. “There are resources available.”

She bites her bottom lip, as if searching for reasons to refuse my suggestion. When she speaks, her voice softens to a pleading whisper. “Please, Mr. Haines. You are the only person I know who understands this stuff and the only one I trust. I really need you.”

I hesitate. I know better. The last time I tutored her, five years ago, it stirred feelings I spent months trying to bury. And now she stands in front of me, older, beautiful, looking at me with those dark blue eyes that once kept me awake at night.

“Madison,” I try again. “I do not think it is a good idea.”

“Just this once,” she says quickly. “I swear. I am usually on top of things, but I have been busy moving, and now I am out of time. I just need someone to point me in the right direction. Once I understand the idea, I can finish the paper easily. I will not take much of your time. Half an hour at most. Maybe less. I promise.”

Her voice cracks slightly on the last word, and the sound hits me harder than it should. I take a slow breath and step aside.

“All right,” I say. “Half an hour.”

She smiles, relieved, and slips inside as if she feared I would change my mind.

I let her in and guide her to the coffee table. She sits on the couch, and after a brief hesitation, I sit beside her and ask how she’s settling into her apartment.

She responds absently, already digging into her bag. When she pulls out a paperback, I catch a glimpse of the cover. Jane Eyre.

“My professor wants us to write about desire and restraint,” she says, flipping open the lid of her laptop. “How Jane and Rochester want each other but fight it. I thought you could help me understand why restraint makes the desire stronger.”

Restraint. Desire. The same human impulses Anya wrote about in her novel. The ones her protagonist wrestles with, and that I have been uncomfortably recognizing in myself. For a ridiculous moment, I even consider referring Madison to Anya—she certainly understands this subject far better than I do.

But the idea is, of course, absurd. And Madison would never go for it.

I clear my throat, forcing my thoughts back to the page. “It is a common theme in literature. Wanting something and knowing you should not creates tension.”

She watches me with a studying gaze. “So like when two people feel something but try to pretend they do not.”

“Yes,” I say carefully. “Exactly.”

She considers for a moment and nods. “Rochester is older. More experienced. He knows he should not pursue Jane. She knows he is too dangerous for her. But that is what makes it all intense.”

She begins typing, her voice low as she reads what she writes. “When two people feel the pull but believe they should resist it, every moment gets sharper.”

A dangerous line. Far too close to the truth.

“That is part of it,” I reply, keeping my tone neutral. “The moral conflict heightens the emotions.”

She bites her lip. “Do you think age gaps make desire stronger in real life too?”

I pause, wary of where this is headed. “Sometimes it can create contrast. One person may have maturity the other finds grounding.”

She nods, typing again. “An age gap can intensify the tension because experience meets innocence,” she murmurs. “It creates imbalance… and attraction.”

I curse silently. Is she teasing me on purpose, or am I overreacting? It takes everything in me to pretend I do not see how her comment applies to us. “Well put,” I say, aiming for a professional tone.

“Like you and me,” she says quietly.

My breath catches. Damn. I was right. She is doing this deliberately.

“Madison,” I warn her.

“I am just saying,” she adds with a light shrug. “We have an age gap. Does that automatically make any feeling stronger? More forbidden?”

“We should stay focused on the novel.”

She smiles faintly, as if she knows she has touched something tender and is waiting to see what I do with it.

Madison shifts closer as we continue discussing Jane Eyre, her knee brushing mine in a way that feels anything but accidental. She points to a passage in the paperback, leaning forward so her hair slips loose, brushing the back of my hand.

“It’s interesting,” she says. “In the book, Jane keeps trying to pull away, and Rochester is the one drawing her back.”

When I do not respond, she lifts her gaze to mine, her expression thoughtful. “But with us… it’s the opposite, isn’t it?”

“Madison,” I say quietly. “You should focus on your paper.”

She ignores the warning, her voice turning soft and deliberate. “I am focusing. Age doesn’t always decide who wants more. Sometimes the younger one is the one pulling closer.”

She smiles—a small, knowing curve of her mouth that makes it clear she has no intention of making this simple.

I choose not to respond. Madison is an intelligent girl. It is obvious now that the reason she came here was not just to ask for help. She wants to be close to me.

The realization makes my heart race despite my attempt to remain unaffected.

“Do you have more questions?” I ask quietly. “Or are you ready to write the paper?”

Madison bites her lip, understanding that it is my way of asking her to leave. She nods and closes the lid of her laptop. “Actually… I’m good. I should leave you alone.”

She gathers her things and stands. I rise automatically to walk her out.

As she steps around the coffee table, her foot catches on the loose strap of her tote bag lying beside it. She stumbles forward with a soft gasp.

“Careful—” I reach out instinctively.

She falls against me before I can think, her hands gripping my shirt, her face inches from mine. For a moment neither of us moves. Her breath warms my neck. Her body fits against me far too easily.

“Sorry,” she whispers, though she makes no attempt to pull away.

“It’s all right,” I manage quietly.

Her eyes lift to mine—dark blue, wide, hopeful. And then, before caution can catch up to either of us, she rises onto her toes and presses her lips to mine.

A soft kiss. Tentative. Searching. For one dangerous heartbeat, I don’t push her away.

It feels familiar. Too familiar.

Suddenly, the memory hits me—the moment five years ago at Whitman when she kissed me out of nowhere, impulsive and trembling. A kiss on the cheek, but from a student who didn’t understand the power she held. It haunted me for months afterward. I told myself I had imagined the intensity. I told myself it meant nothing.

But this… this is the same spark, the same reckless pull.

And it is still wrong.

“Madison, no.” I grip her shoulders gently but firmly, putting space between us.

She looks up, startled. “I’m sorry. I thought you wanted…”

“What are you doing?” I demand, harsher than I intend. “Why are you here, Madison? Why Seaview Villas? Did you… find out where I lived? Did someone at Whitman tell you? Did you follow me?”

She recoils as if I’ve struck her. “What? No!” Her eyes widen, shocked and offended. “You think I’m sick? You think I stalked you?”

“Then why,” I insist, struggling to steady my voice, “did you move into my building? Of all places? You show up asking for tutoring, you push boundaries—”

“Push boundaries?” she snaps, voice breaking. “I asked you for help with my paper. I kissed you because I thought you felt something too. That’s all.”

I breathe hard, struggling to hold myself together. ‘Why are you here, Madison? Don’t lie to me. You didn’t come for the quiet or the ocean. What’s the real reason?

For a moment she looks as if she might bolt. Then something inside her gives way, the bravado collapsing, replaced by something rawer.

“I came because of Hailey,” she says. “Not you.”

I freeze. Then I shake my head. “I don’t believe that.”

She presses her hands against her eyes, shoulders trembling. “You want the truth? Fine. Hailey’s ex-boyfriend has been putting her down for years. He tells her she’s stupid, that she can’t live on her own, that no one else would want her. He controls every little thing she does. He makes her feel small so she’ll never leave him.”

Her voice cracks.

“She finally broke up with him, but he still won’t leave her alone. He keeps coming to her door, even late at night. She needed a clean break—somewhere far enough away that he wouldn’t keep finding her.”

I swallow. The anger evaporates, replaced by a different ache.

“So I decided to find a place for us,” Madison continues, wiping her cheeks. “I chose Seaview because it is safe, with the gate and all that. If her ex finds her, he can’t get to her easily. The unit is spacious enough for Hailey to stay with me. It is a bit expensive, but we can manage. And it is close to the bus stops. The Big Blue Bus takes me straight to UCLA.”

“I see.” I let that settle in. The air in the room feels heavier now, stripped of flirtation and tension, replaced by something quieter and painfully human. Madison’s shoulders fold inward, her earlier bravado gone. She stands in my living room looking small, tired, and far older than her years.

I exhale, feeling guilt slide coldly down my spine.

“I’m sorry,” I say at last, my voice low. “I shouldn’t have assumed what I did. I shouldn’t have accused you.”

She shrugs, still not quite meeting my eyes. “It’s fine.”

“It isn’t,” I say. “What you said about helping your sister—that was admirable. And I treated you like—”

“Like the immature teenager I was five years ago,” she finishes softly. “I get why you’d think that.”

That stings more than anything. “That’s not what I meant.”

She nods, but the distance doesn’t close. She adjusts the strap of her bag, her movements slow and careful. “I should go. It’s getting late.”

“Madison—” I start, though I’m not even sure what I’m trying to stop.

She finally looks up. Her eyes are rimmed red, but her voice is steady.

“I won’t kiss you again,” she says quietly. “You don’t need to worry about that. I didn’t mean to make things uncomfortable. I just… I couldn’t help it.”

I wait.

She swallows. “I like being with you. Talking about books. Like before. I got carried away. I’m sorry.”

Something twists sharply in my chest.

“You’re welcome to come back,” I say before I can stop myself. “To talk about literature. Any time.”

Her lips tremble into the faintest smile. “Thank you, Mr. Haines.”

There’s a long, weighted pause.

Then she turns and walks to the door. I follow her, though I keep a respectful distance. When she steps into the hallway, she hesitates only long enough to whisper, “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” I reply.

The door closes softly behind her.

For several seconds I stand there, staring at the wood grain, listening to the fading echo of her footsteps. The apartment feels colder, emptier than before she arrived. My pulse hasn’t slowed; my breath still isn’t steady.

Desire, guilt, fear, responsibility—they crash together inside me until I can no longer tell one from the other.

I press a hand against the doorframe and shut my eyes.

Madison Walker. That bright, flirtatious young woman I thought I understood. In the span of minutes, she has become someone else entirely. Not a reckless girl trying to seduce me, but a young woman carrying more weight than she should, trying to protect her older sister with everything she has.

She is young, far younger than she should have to be to carry so much. Vulnerable, yes, but also steady in a way I never gave her credit for. Determined to protect her sister, even when she is barely holding herself together.

And I… I am such an old fool.


CHAPTER 5
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Paul meets me outside Unit 2 mid-morning, tool bag in hand. The sun is already bright, warming the pale stucco walls of Seaview Villas. When we step inside, the unit looks much like any other in the Villas, except it has retained most of its original Spanish Colonial Revival details.

Arched doorways frame the living and dining areas. The terra cotta tiles in the kitchen, which Paul fought to keep during the last renovation, still hold their rustic charm. The bathroom’s blue-and-yellow decorative tiles brighten the space. Upstairs, exposed beams stretch across the high ceiling, keeping the bedroom cool and airy.

Paul gives an approving nod. “I hate to see this, but really, not much to do, Walter. It looks almost the same as I last saw it a year ago.”

He’s right. The unit stayed in good condition largely because John was seldom home except late at night. Charlotte’s ex-husband lived here alone for nearly a year, drifting in and out of the apartment like a guest in his own life.

The unit saw plenty of perfume and stilettos… but almost no cooking, cleaning, or daytime use.

“Some touch-up paint,” Paul continues, “regrout the shower, and this place is ready for a new tenant.”

I nod, running fingers along a doorframe still smooth from last year’s refinishing. “Good. I want it listed soon.”

Before we can discuss scheduling, a knock hits the open doorframe.

David Lin from Unit 6 stands there, dark circles carved under his eyes, baby monitor clipped to his belt. Ever since his son was born six months ago, the young man has aged considerably.

“Good morning, Walter,” David says.

“Morning,” I say. “Everything alright?”

“Not really,” he says. “I haven’t slept for days. Neither has my girlfriend.”

“Is it because of the baby?”

“The baby’s fine,” he says. “It’s… actually about our new neighbor, the girl in Unit 5.”

That catches me off guard. Madison? “What about her?”

David sighs. “She plays music at night. And our bedroom shares a wall.”

I frown slightly. This does not match my impression of Madison at all. She seems like the type who studies late into the night, flirty yet quiet, always polite and considerate. She can be impulsive sometimes, but loud, disruptive behavior is the last thing I would expect from her.

I also know that parents with young babies are awake at unpredictable hours. Noise issues can be complicated. I do not want to jump to conclusions.

So I ask, “How loud is she?”

David hesitates. “Not really loud, but… constant. It is like ambient music. We hear it through the wall, and it keeps us awake.”

I exchange a glance with Paul, who enjoys watching tenant disputes unfold more than he admits.

“Well, David,” I say after a moment, “playing music is allowed, but I will speak to her and see what can be done.”

“I am not trying to get anyone in trouble,” David adds quickly. “It has just been difficult these past few months. We barely sleep because of the baby, and now the new neighbor…” His voice trails off.

The irony isn’t lost on me. Anya, who occupied Unit 5 before Madison, complained incessantly about the baby’s cries next door. She wielded that noise as leverage to negotiate a lower rent when she moved to Unit 3—along with her audacious demand for a quartz countertop.

But Madison? Not a single complaint so far. Not even a hint that she hears the baby at all.

And now she’s the one being accused of noise? Strange.

“I’ll talk to her,” I say gently. “Thanks for letting me know.”

David sags with relief. “I appreciate it, Walter. I just need one night of real sleep.”

He heads back to his unit, the baby monitor crackling faintly.

After David leaves, I linger in Unit 2 with Paul until we finalize the last of the remodeling details. Once we are done, I head straight to Madison’s apartment.

I pause at her door and draw a slow breath. Two days have passed since our tutoring session, yet the memory of her kiss and everything she confessed afterward still sends an unwelcome warmth through me.

I knock and wait. There is no reply.

I press the doorbell. The apartment remains quiet.

She must already be at school. My first impulse is to check the parking lot, but I stop myself. She does not drive. She takes the Big Blue Bus, and the stop is only a short walk from the Villas. That convenience was one of the things she liked about the apartment.

I return to my own unit and try to write. An hour passes without a single decent sentence. By lunchtime, my refrigerator is empty, so I settle on ramen from the pantry.

I am boiling water when a sudden burst of barking erupts outside the front gate. The sound is sharp, relentless, and surprisingly loud for its pitch. A moment later, a woman’s voice follows, gentle but firm.

“No, Hercules. Be nice.”

Hercules. I imagine a large, muscular dog. Maybe a German Shepherd. Possibly a Husky.

Then a man laughs. “It is alright.”

I glance out the window that overlooks the courtyard, but the only person I see is Edwin crossing the courtyard toward his unit.

Probably a passerby walking her dog outside the gate.

I return to making lunch.

After finishing a bowl of ramen, I decide to make a quick trip to the grocery store. When I step outside, I notice the front gate of the Villas is propped open. A small car is parked on the street just beyond it, its trunk open and unattended.

I walk over and bend down to slide the heavy rubber doorstop away from the base of the iron gate so I can close it. As I lift the gate slightly, a woman’s voice calls out behind me.

“Please don’t close it.”

I turn and see a young woman walking toward me. She has short black hair and striking blue eyes that remind me immediately of Madison. The resemblance is unmistakable. This must be Hailey.

“You must be Hailey,” I say.

She stops a few steps from the gate and offers a small, polite smile. “Yes. Are you Mr. Haines?”

“That’s right,” I reply. “Are you moving in today?”

She nods. “Yes. The car outside is mine. I am bringing in some smaller items today, and the movers will bring the rest tomorrow.”

I set the rubber stop back under the gate to keep it open. “Welcome. I do want to mention that it is better not to leave the gate open unattended. It is for security.”

“Oh, I am so sorry,” she says at once. “I will not do it again.”

Before I can reply, a medium-sized tricolor Jack Russell Terrier bursts out of Unit 5 and charges straight toward me, a leash trailing behind him. His coat is mostly white with black and brown patches, and he barks with fierce determination for a dog his size.

“Stop it, Hercules,” Hailey calls, hurrying forward.

The dog pauses but continues a low growl until she gathers the leash in her hand. She gives me an apologetic look. “I am sorry. He is usually sweet, but he gets protective.”

So this little creature is Hercules, the dog I heard earlier. I almost burst out laughing.

“Is he yours?” I ask.

Hailey hesitates. “Not exactly,” she says quietly. “I found him on the street in Vegas.”

“You did?” I recall that Madison mentioned her sister was at a conference there.

She nods. “Yes. He came right up to me and then followed me for blocks to my hotel. I took him to a shelter to check for a microchip. They registered him and told me I could keep him while waiting for the owner to claim him. It has been almost a week with no response. I even extended my stay in Vegas because of him.”

Her kindness is obvious, which makes what I say next feel heavier.

“That was very kind of you, Hailey,” I say gently. “But I am sorry to tell you that dogs are not allowed here.”

Her mouth opens in shock. “Oh no. I am so sorry. It did not even cross my mind. Everywhere I have lived allowed pets, so I just assumed…”

“I do not prohibit all pets,” I explain. “Small animals like birds, fish, and hamsters are fine. Cats are fine too. But no dogs.”

Hailey’s blue eyes widen. “That doesn’t seem fair. Why?”

I try to come up with a convincing reason. The truth is that I do not really have one. It is simply a rule I inherited from my old man. He did not like what dogs did to his apartments, and I am sure he had his reasons.

“They can damage the floors,” I say finally. “And they tend to be noisy.”

“I see.” Hailey lowers her eyes and gazes at the dog for a brief moment, then looks up again with a hopeful expression. “Like I said, his owner might call any time. And until then, I promise Hercules will behave. I will make sure he does. Please let him stay for now.”

I hesitate, but only for a moment. How can I tell a woman who rescued a stray dog from another state to drop him at a shelter?

“Alright,” I say. “Okay. He can stay for now.”

Hailey’s face brightens into a smile. It reminds me of Madison’s, but more composed, more mature.

“Thank you, Mr. Haines,” she says. “Madison was right. You are a nice man.”

“No problem,” I reply, slightly flushed. “Welcome to Seaview Villas.”

I turn toward the parking lot and head for my car. Hailey’s smile and striking blue eyes linger in my mind until I sit behind the wheel. The rumble of the engine finally shakes me back to reality.

What on earth have I done?  Allowing a dog in the apartment.  What if the owner never calls?
What if this little terrier is a nonstop barker?

I have not even dealt with Madison’s noise issue yet, and now I may have a potential barker on my hands.

Great. Just great.


CHAPTER 6
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By late morning, the sound of a truck engine rolls through the courtyard of Seaview Villas. I look up from my laptop and see a white moving van idling at the curb. Two men jump down from the back and begin unloading boxes, each marked with written letters I cannot make out from this distance.

Right. Today is the day Hailey Walker moves in.

I step outside just as the movers wheel a dolly stacked with books toward Unit 5. Hailey is standing by the gate, holding the door open and giving directions. Hercules sits obediently at her feet, leash wrapped twice around her wrist. He gives a soft bark when he notices me, then quiets when Hailey nudges him gently with her knee.

“Good morning, Mr. Haines,” Hailey calls out with a bright smile.

“Morning,” I reply. “Looks like everything is going smoothly.”

“Pretty much. They were available sooner than I expected, so I figured I’d get it all done today.”

One of the movers asks her where to put a large wardrobe box, and she points toward the stairs. She looks more put-together than yesterday: fitted black jeans, a loose striped shirt tucked at the front, hair pinned back in a way that shows her eyes even more clearly. She seems calm, focused, quite different from the flustered woman who apologized repeatedly about the dog.

Hercules watches the movers with interest, tail flicking, but stays close to her leg.

“Let me know if you need anything,” I say. “And just make sure nothing blocks the walkway. We’ve had people trip over boxes before.”

“I will. Thank you,” she says. “And thank you again for… you know.” She glances down at Hercules, who tilts his head as if he understands.

I clear my throat. “It’s temporary. Until we hear from the shelter.”

“Of course,” she says quickly. “I’m grateful for the chance.”

The movers bring in another armful of boxes. One is labeled Kitchen, another Paperbacks. That catches my eye for a moment, but I decide not to ask.

I linger a moment longer than necessary, watching as the movers disappear into Unit 5.

Hercules nudges Madison’s foot with his nose, and she bends to scratch behind his ear.

After I return to my unit, I wonder how much of what Madison told me about her sister is true. Hailey seems gentle and warm, but she does not look like a woman running from an intimidating ex-boyfriend.

I cannot help questioning the rest of her story as well. What exactly does she do for a living? Madison said her sister had been at a conference in Vegas, but what kind of conference? And why would someone like Hailey attend one?

I try to picture the possibilities. A business conference, maybe. But Hailey does not strike me as a businesswoman. She is too soft-spoken, too gentle around the edges.

Perhaps something academic. Or medical. Or even real estate. None of those seem right either. There is nothing about her that carries the polished confidence I usually associate with people in those fields.

I consider tech next. That is at least possible. Tech people come in every personality type, and conferences are held constantly. But even that feels like a stretch. Hailey does not give the impression of someone who codes or pitches ideas or networks with strangers.

The more I try to imagine it, the less certain I become. So I give up.

The moving truck pulls away in the early afternoon, its engine fading until the courtyard feels quiet again. The movers have left a few scuff marks on the walkway and a faint trail of dust, but otherwise Seaview Villas has returned to its usual rhythm. The air smells of sun-warmed stucco and the ocean a few blocks away.

I tell myself I should get back to my own work. Peter Chronin is stranded in the middle of a chapter on my laptop, waiting for me to decide how his life collapses this time. Instead, I find my feet carrying me across the courtyard toward Unit 5.

It is, strictly speaking, unnecessary. Hailey’s sister has lived here for days. The utilities are working. There is no real need for the landlord to perform a follow-up inspection thirty minutes later.

I decide that it is professional to check whether she needs anything else. That is the story I tell myself as I walk past the bougainvillea and up the short path to her front door. It sounds almost convincing.

The door of Unit 5 is slightly ajar, letting in a stripe of afternoon light. I knock on the wood and listen.

“Hailey?” I call.

There is no reply from downstairs, but I catch the muffled sound of a woman’s voice above me. It is faint and sing-song, the way people talk to children or pets. I hear a soft splash and a brief, indignant bark that dissolves into whining.

“Hold still, Hercules,” Hailey says from upstairs. “You are almost done. Stop being dramatic.”

I hesitate on the threshold, then step inside, leaving the door partly open.

“Hailey?” I call again, raising my voice toward the staircase. “It is Walter.”

There is a pause, then a louder reply. “Hi, Mr. Haines. I am upstairs. I am giving Hercules a bath. I will be down in a minute.”

There is no point standing in the middle of her living room while she wrestles a wet terrier in the bathroom.

“That is alright,” I call back. “I will stop by later.”

“Okay,” her voice comes faintly over the sound of the dryer. “Thank you.”

I turn toward the door, intending to leave, when something beside the sofa catches my eye. A cardboard box sits on the floor with its lid folded back. The label on the side is simple, written in neat black marker: Paperbacks. The same box I saw the movers carry earlier in the morning.

I should ignore it. Tenants’ belongings are none of my business. However, the top of the box is open, and the spines of the books are lined up in full view. It is impossible not to see the titles printed in glossy letters.

I step a little closer.

Multiple editions of the same book sit together on the shelf, each with a different cover. The title runs along the spine in bold type: Affair with an Older Man. Next to those are others with similar fonts. Daddy’s Girl. Forbidden Attraction. Letter to the Professor. Every single one is by the same author: Kate Wylde.

The name is unfamiliar, but the pattern is obvious. These are not textbooks or literary classics. These are romances. Steamy ones, judging by the titles and the covers. Looks like Hailey is a fan of this author.

I study the covers of the books for a moment longer than I should. A man who writes time travel and high school regret has no right to feel superior, yet I catch myself wondering what kind of mind produces a book called Daddy’s Girl. Then I remember Anya’s pen name and the movie we watched together on Passionflix. Winds of Desire. I have no grounds to judge.

Upstairs, Hailey’s low murmur is replaced by a quick series of footsteps and a small thump, as if Hercules has shaken himself free and sprayed water in every direction.

I pull my gaze away from the box. It is none of my business. Whoever Kate Wylde is, her identity is not my concern, and it is certainly not my place to be reading the titles of someone else’s paperbacks like a nosy neighbor.

I take a step back toward the front door.

Just then I hear the metallic click of the front gate. Someone has entered the courtyard. I look through the open doorway and see Madison heading toward Unit 5 with the familiar cotton tote slung over her shoulder. Her dark hair is pulled into a messy ponytail, and she is wearing a soft T-shirt and jeans. Her steps are quick, as if she already belongs here.

I leave the apartment to meet her at the threshold.

“Hi,” she says when she reaches the door. “You’re here.”

“Yes,” I reply. It’s been three days since her visit to my apartment, and yet her faint smile sends an immediate reaction through me. I clear my throat before continuing. “I was checking in on your sister. She’s upstairs giving the dog a bath.”

I can hear the blow dryer start up, a steady roar that fills the upper floor.

Madison grins, then leans in a little closer, lowering her voice even though the hair dryer upstairs is loud enough to drown anything out.

“I told her to give him a bath. That little rascal has been everywhere—our couch, our bed, our clothes. As cute as he is, I am not about to sleep on dog germs.”

I raise an eyebrow. “So you are not a fan of dogs?”

“Not really,” she says with a playful roll of her eyes. “But what can I do? Hailey worships him. It is like she suddenly got herself a furry toddler.”

“I see,” I say, unable to hide the note of admiration. “You are willing to put up with it for her.”

My voice slips deeper than I intend. Her eyes lift to mine for a brief second, bright and knowing. The memory of her impulsive kiss flickers across my mind, and a warm flush creeps along the back of my neck.

She seems to sense the shift and casually steps back from it, letting the tension disperse as if brushing lint off her sleeve. Her gaze drifts past me into the living room, taking in the boxes and crates, the newly delivered couch still wrapped in plastic film, and the scatter of loose packing paper—a scene of transition and new beginnings.

Then she looks at me with a calmer, more thoughtful expression.

“It is kind of you to check on her,” she says quietly. “Hailey is doing fine, I promise. Did you need anything else?”

I clear my throat. This is the reason I came. Not the dog, not the books, but the conversation I have been putting off since David cornered me in Unit 2.

“Yes,” I say. “I wanted to speak with you for a moment, if you have time.”

She steps inside and closes the door gently, as if that will keep the sound of our voices from traveling upstairs. The gesture is small, but it tells me she already suspects this will be a delicate topic.

“Sure,” she says. “What is wrong?”

I motion toward the sofa, but she shakes her head.

“I would rather stand,” she says. “If that is alright.”

“That’s fine,” I say, shifting my weight, suddenly aware of how small the living room feels with the newly moved-in furniture. “It’s about the music at night.”

Madison’s shoulders stiffen. “The music,” she repeats.

“Yes,” I say. “David from Unit 6 spoke to me yesterday. He mentioned that you play music late at night and that he can hear it through the wall. He and his partner are already waking up with the baby, so the extra sound has been difficult for them.”

Color rises in her cheeks. She stares at the floor for a moment, then looks up at me.

“I am so sorry,” she says. “I did not know it was that noticeable. I thought it was low enough that no one would hear it.”

“He said it was not very loud,” I reply. “Just constant. Enough to keep them awake.”

She presses her lips together, thinking. When she speaks again, her voice is softer.

“It is because of the baby,” she says.

I frown. “The baby?”

She nods. “I was trying to block him out. Not in a bad way. I just mean… he cries at random times. Two in the morning. Four. Six. I know it is not their fault. Babies cry. I feel terrible even saying this, but the sound gets inside my head and I cannot sleep. So I play music. Softly. Just enough so my brain has something else to cling to.”

“You should’ve told me,” I say, although I don’t even know what I could’ve done.

She gives a small, uncomfortable shrug.

“I did not want to complain to you,” she admits. “Because when I came to see the apartments, you warned me about the baby noise before I signed the lease. And I arrogantly told you I had lived in noisy places before and could handle it. I really believed that. I did not think it would be a big deal.”

Her shoulders slump slightly.

“But the truth is that it is pretty bad,” she says quietly. “It wakes me up every time. I did not want to bother them,” she continues. “They seem to be nice people and they look exhausted. I did not want to be the neighbor who knocks on their door and says, ‘Your baby is too loud.’ So I tried to handle it on my own.”

Her explanation is so honest that it takes me a moment to respond. She is not defensive. Not angry. Just tired and trying to be considerate, caught between her own insomnia and her desire not to burden someone else.

“I understand,” I say quietly. “You were not being inconsiderate. You were trying to cope.”

“I can use earphones,” she says at once, almost desperate to fix the problem. “They just get uncomfortable after a few hours, but I will do it.”

“Thank you,” I reply. “You do not have to suffer, though. You could also try lowering the volume a little more. I will speak with David again and let him know you did not realize the sound was carrying through the wall.”

She studies my face for a moment, as if checking for any trace of annoyance. Whatever she sees there seems to reassure her. She lets out a slow breath.

“Thank you,” she says. “I really do not want to be a problem tenant.”

“You are not a problem,” I say. “You are doing your best.”

Her eyes soften at that, and for a moment my heart aches at how much the girl I knew from five years ago has grown. She is no longer a girl at all, but a young woman doing her best to hold her life together. I feel an urge to hold her, to tell her everything will be fine, but I keep it to myself.

She glances toward the ceiling, where a faint, irregular thump suggests that Hercules is attempting to escape the bathroom.

“There was something else,” she says, lowering her voice even more. “About the dog.”

I knew this was coming.

“Yes,” I say. “Hailey and I talked about it yesterday.”

“I know,” Madison replies. “She told me. She said you were very kind, letting Hercules stay for now, even though the rules say no dogs. That means a lot to her.”

“I only agreed temporarily,” I say. “Until we hear whether the owner will claim him.”

Madison steps closer, as if drawing into a tighter circle of confidence.

“Can I ask you a favor?” she whispers.

“What is it?”

“If someone does claim Hercules, we will return him. Of course we will. But… if no one does, would you consider letting us keep him permanently? Hailey needs him. More than she needs anything right now.”

“Permanently?” My hesitation is immediate. “I am not sure I can promise that right now.”

“I know it’s a lot to ask, but please consider it,” Madison says quietly. “She has been different since she found him. Calmer. Less anxious. Hercules helps her breathe.”

Her sincerity catches me. I think of Hailey’s shy smile at the gate, the way she extended her stay in Vegas so the dog would not be abandoned, the relief in her eyes yesterday when I said he could stay.

I do not really know what to say, so I shift the topic slightly. “What if someone claims him and takes him away?”

“That is what I am afraid of,” Madison says softly. “If that happens, we might need to get Hailey another dog…”

Of course. That circles back to the same question: Will I allow it?

I remain silent. Part of me wants to be the generous landlord who grants her wish. But the more sensible part warns me not to make a promise I might regret.

While I hesitate, Madison looks up at me with those dark blue eyes that once kept me awake at night. Hell, they kept me awake just two nights ago. Now there is nothing seductive in them—only honest pleading, raw and unguarded.

I take a slow breath. “In principle, I do not allow dogs here because of noise and potential damage. It was my father’s rule, and I kept it. I cannot promise anything permanent yet. I need time to think.”

“I understand,” she says quickly. “If he barks or destroys something or bothers anyone, you can tell us. We will take responsibility. We will pay for any damage. We will train him. Whatever it takes.”

Her urgency moves something in me before I can stop it. I nod.

“We will see how it goes,” I say. “I will give you some time—days, maybe weeks. That is all I can promise for now.”

Relief floods her face instantly, softening every line of her expression. Her shoulders ease. Her mouth curves into a smile that feels too warm to be only about a dog.

“Thank you,” she whispers. “Really. Thank you, Mr. Haines.”

“You are welcome,” I say. “Just keep him from frightening your neighbors. And try to manage the noise as best you can.”

“We will,” she promises. “I swear. He can be a good boy. He just likes to pretend he is ferocious.”

As if on cue, a patter of paws echoes from above. Then a clumsy scramble on the stairs, and Hercules appears—still damp from the bath, fur sticking up in wild spikes. He bounds down the last few steps and spots me.

This time he does not bark. He trots over with hesitant enthusiasm, tail wagging in uneven strokes. He circles my feet, sniffing, his little body trembling with leftover excitement.

Madison laughs softly. “See, he wants to be your friend.”

The dog looks up at me with bright, alert eyes, ears pointed forward in hope.

I exhale, crouch a little, and extend my hand. He sniffs, then gives my fingers a soft, tentative lick.

I hesitate, not because of the dog, but because letting myself enjoy this feels like another small surrender.

Reluctantly, I scratch the top of his head.

His fur is still damp and carries the scent of dog shampoo. The terrier closes his eyes briefly, leaning into the contact as if memorizing it.

“Good boy,” Madison whispers.

I straighten, suddenly aware of how quiet the room has become. Madison watches me with a soft, grateful expression. Hercules presses once against my shin before wandering back toward her.

“I’ve got to go,” I say. “I’ll see you around.”

“Bye, Mr. Haines,” Madison says.


CHAPTER 7
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It is late afternoon, and I am stretched out in my armchair with Winds of Desire open in my hands. It is the same copy Anya lent me a few days ago. I have already finished the novel once, but I don’t want to return it yet. I keep circling back to certain passages, unable to resist the pull of her writing.

I reread a paragraph near the middle of the book, one of the high heat scenes. The language is bold, seductive, and impossible to ignore. It is arousing, of course, but not in the crude way pornography is. It feels like art. It feels like someone reaching directly into the reader’s senses with purpose and precision.

She surrendered to the pressure of his hands, her resistance melting like snow against fire. His mouth found the hollow of her throat, and her pulse fluttered beneath his lips like a trapped bird. 'I've wanted this since the moment I saw you,' he whispered, his voice a rough caress against her skin.

I curse under my breath as a familiar warmth rises through my body.

I set the book aside and take a slow breath. A moment later, I find myself chuckling.

Anya Petrov. A Russian literature professor with a sharp tongue and even sharper eyes, and a bestselling romance writer on top of that. Anyone else would be surprised, but I realize I should not be. Her confidence is in every sentence. Her passion runs through the pages as if the words are spoken directly from her lips. When I read her dialogue, I can almost hear her voice, playful and sensual at the same time.

As I stare at the open pages, my imagination betrays me. I feel the ghost of her hand on my skin, stroking me, coaxing me. I can almost feel her lips, warm and soft, brushing against my neck. The thought is enough to make me close the book entirely.

I take another deep breath, ashamed of how strong the fantasy still is. I see Anya nearly every night now, yet I still cannot get enough of her. The woman is incredible. Confident. Passionate. Brilliant. And she enjoys being with me. That alone feels unreal.

Sometimes Charlotte joins her, and the nights become even more intense. I never imagined I would be in a situation like this, sharing moments of pleasure with two gorgeous women who both seem genuinely drawn to me. They treat me as if I were someone extraordinary, as if I were a Hollywood star, when in reality I am only a quiet landlord and a writer whose books barely make a ripple.

The most astonishing part is how open they are. They never show jealousy. They never question each other’s place. They told me clearly that it is NSA, which means no strings attached. I am free to meet other women if I wish, and anyone new would be welcome to join them.

The idea feels tempting in theory, but I have no intention of seeking anyone else. Why would I? I have Anya’s fire. I have Charlotte’s warmth. I have nights filled with passion I never expected to experience in my lifetime.

The truth settles over me as I look back at the closed book in my lap.

I am very lucky, and I know it.

The doorbell chimes. I rise from my armchair at once, expecting a tenant with a complaint or a question.

When I open the door, I find Gabby standing there instead, looking like she's stepped straight from a faculty meeting in her fitted blouse and tight skirt, her high heels adding inches to her petite frame.

"Gabby," I say. "This is unexpected."

“May I come in?” she asks with a warm smile.

“Of course,” I say. I step aside and she enters the living room.

Once she settles in, I ask, “What brings you here?”

"I'm meeting Anya for dinner," she explains, glancing around my apartment with open curiosity. "But she just texted. She's delayed. A student showed up during her office hours with a crisis about their term paper." Gabby rolls her eyes with the familiar exasperation of a fellow academic. "You know how it is."

"All too well," I say, thinking of my teaching days. "Please, sit down. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Water?"

"No, thank you," she says, settling gracefully onto my couch. Almost immediately, her eyes land on the book on my coffee table. The cover is impossible to miss. Winds of Desire.

Her mouth curves into a delighted smile. “Oh my. You are reading her book.”

I clear my throat. “She lent it to me.”

“Do you like it?” Gabby asks, tilting her head with playful interest.

“I do,” I say. “It is very well written.”

She laughs softly. “Is that all you have to say about it?”

A rush of heat moves up my neck. “No, there is more. I find it enjoyable, captivating, and… delicious.”

“There you go.” Gabby laughs again, pleased. “That is fair enough. I adore her books. I have translated every single one into French and German.”

She reaches for the novel, picks it up, and flips through the pages with practiced familiarity. Her eyes fall on the page where I left my bookmark earlier. She lifts an eyebrow.

“This is one of my favorite scenes,” she says.

Before I can respond, she begins to read aloud.

Her voice is low, raspy, and softly accented. It slips into the room like warm silk.

“‘He pulls her against him so her soft curves press into his hard muscles. He feels her tremble, and the tremor sends a fierce heat through him.’” Gabby glances up at me, her eyes bright with mischief.

I swallow hard but say nothing. There's something mesmerizing about hearing these words in Gabby's voice. Words I've read multiple times now, but which take on new life when shaped by her lips.

She continues without my encouragement.

“‘Their mouths meet in a hungry kiss. His lips urge hers open. The taste of her sends him spiraling. He kisses her until her lips are swollen and tender.’”

I swallow. I know these sentences well. I reread them earlier today. Hearing them spoken out loud, in Gabby’s playful yet sensual voice is something entirely different.

She turns the page and her eyes sparkle with mischief.

“Here is where it becomes interesting,” she murmurs.

Her voice deepens.

“‘His rough hands explore her delicate skin. Every touch sparks fire inside her. His mouth trails lower. His lips find her tightening peaks. She arches into him, unable to control her need.’” Gabby's voice takes on a quality I've never heard before, something breathless and intimate.

My heart beats faster. Heat coils low in my stomach. I shift in my chair, trying to sit naturally, but Gabby notices. Her smirk grows.

She glances at me briefly, amused by my reaction, then continues.

“‘His hands slide lower. He moves slowly, wanting to savor every inch of her. When he reaches her heated center, her breath catches. She whispers his name, begging him for more.’”

Her voice grows quieter. It trembles at the ends of the words, as if the scene affects her as well.

I wait, breath held without meaning to hold it, for her to go on.

I should tell her to stop. I know she is teasing me. I know this is dangerous.

But I do not stop her.

I am not sure whether it is her voice, or the nearness of her body, or the charged atmosphere that has settled between us.

All I know is that I want to hear what comes next.

Gabby turns the page and continues reading, her voice a soft caress in the quiet room. "She is drenched," she says, glancing at me before returning to the book. "His breath catches as he dips his finger in the pool of silky desire."

I squirm, uncomfortable and yet completely unwilling to stop this strange scenario unfolding in my living room. My cock stirs, then jolts to attention, creating a visible tent in my pants that I have no way to conceal.

Gabby pauses, her gaze drifting to my midsection. Her eyes widen slightly, and then that knowing smirk returns, more pronounced than before.

"Hot, isn't it?" she asks, her tone playful but with an undercurrent that makes my heart race faster.

"Super hot," I agree, my voice rough. I clear my throat. "I should get some ice water. Want some?"

"Sure," she says, closing the book but keeping her finger between the pages to mark her place.

I stand awkwardly, angling my body away from her as I move toward the kitchen. Once out of sight, I lean against the counter, drawing in a deep breath. Holy Moses. What just happened? What is happening?

I was already turned on from reading Anya's book earlier, but hearing Gabby read those passages aloud has taken my arousal to an entirely different level. There's something incredibly intimate about listening to her voice shape those explicit words, watching her lips form sentences about desire and pleasure. It's bizarre and incredible all at once.

I fill two glasses with ice and water, taking an extra moment to compose myself before returning to the living room. When I step back in, I notice immediately that something has changed. Gabby looks different, though it takes my addled brain a moment to identify how.

I pass her a glass, and as she reaches for it, I catch a glimpse of the lace edge of her bra through the gap in her blouse. She's undone several buttons while I was in the kitchen. Not enough to be obvious about her intentions, but enough that I notice. Enough that my mouth goes dry despite the water I've just drunk.

She sips from her glass, letting out a small sigh of satisfaction. The ice cubes clink against the glass as she lowers it.

"I love reading books aloud," she says, her tone conversational, as if we weren't just engaged in something far more provocative. "It helps me experience the scene in a different way. Makes it more real, somehow."

I chuckle, grateful for the slight retreat from the intensity of the moment. "It definitely works that way," I agree. "You have a gift for it. Your voice, your pacing. You sound like you could do professional voice-over work for films."

She smiles, genuinely pleased by the compliment. "Thank you. I've had a lot of practice, though not on purpose." She swirls the ice in her glass. "I've been reading bedtime stories to Emma since she was a baby. I still do sometimes."

I picture Gabby, sitting on the edge of a bed, book in hand, her voice molding worlds for her young daughter to inhabit.

"We read together, books we both enjoy," she continues. "It's one of the few things that still draws us together now that she's a young adult. Thankfully, we have similar taste in literature."

I wonder if Emma reads Anya's books as well, but I keep the question to myself.

Gabby's phone chimes with an incoming call. She glances at the screen and answers.

"Anya, hi." She presses a button. "I'm putting you on speaker."

"Gabby?" Anya's voice fills my living room, confident and slightly amused. "I'm heading to the parking lot now. Should be home in about thirty minutes."

"No worries," Gabby says. "I'm in Walter's apartment. We're reading Winds of Desire."

Anya's laugh comes through the speaker, a sound I know well. "That sounds fun," she says. "Though it would be even better if you acted out the scene instead of just reading it."

"Stop joking," Gabby says, but her cheeks flush.

"I'm not," Anya replies. "There's enough chemistry between you two to start a fire. I've seen it."

"I don't know what you're talking about," Gabby says, but her eyes meet mine, and I see the lie.

"Stop pretending," Anya says, her voice softening. "Life is too short for games, unless they're fun games."

"We'll see you soon. Bye." Gabby ends the call abruptly, setting her phone down on the coffee table with deliberate care.

The silence that follows feels suffocating. The air between us is charged now, impossible to ignore. Again, I recall what Gabby told me last week when I visited her home to discuss my book. How she said she would be willing to share a man she thought was worth it with other women. At the time, the comment seemed theoretical, though it had certainly tempted my imagination.

Now, sitting across from her in my living room, with Anya's explicit novel between us and the memory of her voice reading those passages aloud, nothing seems theoretical anymore.

We sit in silence, neither of us quite ready to acknowledge what's happening. Gabby takes another sip of water, her throat moving as she swallows. When she speaks, her voice is steadier than I expected.

“I hope you do not mind,” she says. “Anya was just being silly.”

“No, not at all,” I reply. We both know that is not completely true. Anya was not being silly. She was reading the room with uncomfortable accuracy.

Gabby smooths her skirt and rises. “May I use your bathroom?”

“Of course. Second door on the left.”


CHAPTER 8
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Gabby heads down the hallway. I stay in the living room for a moment, taking another deep breath to sort out what just happened. Chemistry. Indeed.

A few seconds pass. Then I hear the soft click of a door opening, followed by silence.

Then I hear her voice. “Where on earth is the toilet?”

I stand up and walk toward her. “Gabby, where did you go? Did you open the first door?”

“Yes,” she calls, her voice tight with confusion. “I thought it was the right one.”

I reach the hallway and find the door to the small storage room wide open. The light is on, revealing stacks of books and cardboard boxes. It is barely larger than a closet. Gabby stands inside, wedged between a tall shelf and a small filing cabinet, looking both amused and slightly embarrassed.

She turns to me. “You’ve got so many books.”

“It’s my storage nook,” I say. “The bathroom is next door.”

She laughs. “No wonder. I thought you were into bathroom reading.”

Chuckling, she tries to step out, but the moment she moves, her shoulder bumps a stack of books. They tilt. She reaches instinctively to stop them from falling, and I move forward at the same time to help her.

The space is too small and we collide instead.

Her back hits the shelf softly, and my hands land on either side of her to steady it. Her breath brushes my throat. Her body is close enough that I can feel the warmth of her skin even through her blouse. The smell of her perfume fills the small room and settles around us like a cloud we cannot step out of.

“Sorry,” she whispers.

My voice is low and unsteady when I respond. “My fault. The room is too cramped.”

She tries to shift to the side, but our hips brush, and she stops moving. Her eyes lift to mine. They widen just a little, the way someone looks when they realize something has changed but they cannot name it yet.

“This is very close,” she says quietly.

“I know.”

“A perfect chance to act out a scene from Anya’s book,” she adds with a playful smile.

“Exactly.” My voice comes out strained.

We keep our eyes locked, neither of us willing to move first. Her breath brushes my cheek. Her fingers, still resting on the stack of books, tremble just slightly. I place a hand on her waist to steady her. She inhales sharply, and her eyes close for a brief moment.

“His rough hand on her back, sending shivers down her spine,” she murmurs. Her voice is low, sensual, and playful all at once.

Damn.

“Stop it,” I say softly. I touch her lips with my fingertip. Then I lean in and kiss her.

It is the kind of kiss that happens when restraint finally snaps. She answers immediately, her mouth opening beneath mine, her hands sliding up my chest as if she has wanted to touch me for much longer than either of us will admit.

The book stack wobbles again, but neither of us cares. She pulls me closer, her fingers curling into my shirt. Her kiss is hungry, searching, almost desperate. I feel her body press against mine in the cramped room, and the sensation hits me with raw urgency.

She breaks the kiss only to breathe, and even that is not far. Her forehead rests against mine. Her voice is barely a whisper.

“I think I found the wrong door on purpose.”

I press my lips to the corner of her mouth. “I am very glad you did.”

She laughs softly, breathless and warm, and then she kisses me again. This time she wraps her arms around my neck and holds me tightly, as if the tiny room is the only place she wants to be. I guide her closer, my hands settling on her hips, and she arches into me with a soft, helpless sound that pulls every last ounce of restraint from my body.

Her lips trail along my jaw. Her fingers tug at the back of my shirt. Her body melts against mine in a way that leaves no doubt of what she wants.

I break away just enough to speak, my voice husky with desire. "Should we go upstairs? To my bedroom?"

Gabby shakes her head, her hazel eyes bright with want. "No. I don't need a bed." Her fingers curl into my shirt. "I need you."

A groan escapes me. I don’t insist. The thought of moving feels wrong, as if leaving this cramped space might break whatever spell we're under. What if we step into the hallway and the magic dissipates? What if reason returns? Besides, there's something about this tight space packed with books that feels right. The heat between us seems contained, concentrated, like a pressure cooker of desire.

"Here, then," I whisper, and gently turn us so that her back presses against one of the bookshelves. The wooden frame creaks slightly under our weight.

She moans softly, and I pause, uncertain whether it's pleasure or discomfort I hear in that sound.

"Are you sure about this?" My breath comes faster now. "Is this okay?"

"Yes," she says, her voice certain. Her lips curve upward. "It's perfect, actually. What could be more romantic than being surrounded by books? It's like being embraced by stories."

I hesitate for a second, but she pulls me back to her, our lips now inches apart.

"Kiss me again, Walter," she whispers.

I obey, capturing her mouth with mine, more urgently this time. Our first kiss was tentative, exploratory. This one is hungry, determined. Her hands find my back, gripping tightly before sliding beneath my shirt. Her fingers trace patterns on my skin, moving from my back to my waist and then up to my chest. The sensation sends electricity through me.

I groan against her mouth, my own hands growing bolder. While our lips remain locked, I find the buttons of her shirt, continuing what she started earlier. My fingers work quickly, undoing them one by one until her shirt falls open. Beneath it, a lacy bra contains her breasts, and I can't resist cupping them through the delicate fabric, squeezing gently.

She whimpers into my mouth, a sound of pure need that makes my body respond instantly. I break our kiss, needing to see her face as I touch her. Her hazel eyes have darkened, stormy with desire, her cheeks flushed with color.

Without a word, she reaches for the front hook of her bra and undoes it with ease. The lacy garment falls away, and her full, round breasts bounce free. My throat goes dry at the sight.

"Gorgeous," I murmur, before leaning forward to take one swollen nipple into my mouth. The taste of her skin is intoxicating, and when I swirl my tongue around the hardened peak, she arches toward me.

"More," she begs, her voice cracking. "Please, Walter."

My hand slips under her skirt, feeling the smooth texture of pantyhose against her hips and firm buttocks. The barrier frustrates me, and apparently her too.

"Get it off me, please," she pleads, her breath coming in short gasps.

I don't hesitate. Pushing her skirt up, I find the waistband and carefully roll the garment down her toned legs. She steps out of them, now clad only in tiny, lacy panties that leave little to the imagination. They're extravagantly sexy, barely covering her most intimate parts.

"You wear this to work?" I ask, eyeing the strip of lace while imagining her standing at a podium, delivering lectures on great writers. The thought turns me on even more, unleashing a fantasy I once harbored.

Suddenly I'm the naughty college student whose forbidden fantasies about a brilliant professor are coming true. I recall my younger self, more than once developing crushes on professors much older than me, wondering what they looked like beneath their professional attire.

Gabby laughs, a throaty sound that vibrates through the small space. "Mon chéri," she murmurs in a sexy French accent. "Of course, I've got to wear underwear to work, don't I?"

I growl at her playful reply. "That's not what I meant. You could wear something less... provocative."

Her laugh deepens. "I guess I'm being prepared. You never know when a romantic moment like this will happen. A handsome colleague might knock on my office door. Or an impulsive student could drag me into a janitor's closet during break..."

I curse silently and chuckle. This woman is deliberately teasing me now, and it's working. "You're making me jealous," I say, but there's no rebuke in my voice, only appreciation.

With a grunt, I hook my fingers into the scrap of fabric and pull it down, leaving her exposed from the waist down. I pull back slightly to take in the seductive picture she makes: shirt wide open, bra hanging uselessly at her sides, skirt rucked up at her waist, her dignity stripped away but her sexiness amplified tenfold.

I don't think. I simply act. The next moment I'm on my knees before her, my eyes locked on hers as my lips approach her most private place.

"Oh my god," she says breathlessly when my mouth makes contact. "This is getting better."

I smile against her, teasing her first with my fingers, swiping through her wet folds from front to back. She squirms against the bookshelf, causing a couple of books to tumble to the floor. I pay them no mind, continuing to explore her slick heat. When I thrust a finger into her welcoming channel, swirling it slowly, she cries out.

"Don't stop, please."

I comply, pushing my finger deeper and adding another. She grasps my shoulders, beginning to ride against my hand. I move closer, my tongue finding her sensitive bud, licking and sucking in rhythm with my fingers.

Gabby's moans grow more urgent as she thrusts faster against me. More books fall to the floor, a literary avalanche triggered by pleasure. Then she cries out, her body tensing as orgasm claims her.

For a moment, I worry about how loud she is, but then I remember there's no window in this storage room, and the unit next door is currently vacant. Besides, I'm enjoying her uninhibited response. Her obvious pleasure is flattering and arousing.

Her legs wobble, her entire body trembling. I stand and take her in my arms, supporting her weight as she leans against me, catching her breath.

"Let me help you to the couch," I whisper, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

She shakes her head, resisting. "I'm fine," she says, her voice raspy but determined. "Besides, I'm not letting you go without reciprocating."

Before I can respond, Gabby sinks to her knees in front of me, her hands already working at my zipper. Her determination surprises me, though perhaps it shouldn't. There's been a current running between us since the moment she started reading Anya’s book out loud, a spark that finally ignited in this tiny room filled with stories less interesting than the one we're writing now.

"You don't have to," I tell her, my voice rough with lingering desire.

She doesn't pause, her fingers nimble and purposeful. "I must," she says, looking up at me with eyes still glazed from her own pleasure. "I've waited long enough. Ever since Anya told me about your heated moment in your apartment, I've been fantasizing about this."

I curse silently, something tightening in my chest that isn't entirely pleasant. "Are you doing this out of competition?" I ask, needing to know.

Her hands still for a moment. "No," she says simply. "But I trust her judgment. A man that Anya praises is worth having."

As she speaks, my pants slide down to my knees. My underwear tents obviously, and Gabby's breathing catches, lust filling her eyes again. She licks her lips, a gesture so primal and honest that my doubt evaporates.

“Like what you see?” I ask, trying to mask my nervousness with a witty remark.

"I can't wait," she whispers, before lowering my boxer briefs.

She squeals softly when my erection springs free. "Yes, this is just as I imagined," she says, her voice containing a note of appreciation that strokes my ego as surely as her fingers now stroke me.

She gazes up, her eyes seeking permission. I swallow hard and nod. "All yours, baby," I say gruffly, the words feeling foreign on my tongue but right for this moment.

Gabby doesn't waste another second. Her lips wrap around the head of my cock, and she sucks lightly.

"Fuck," I mutter. Whether it's her plump lips or her evident skill, I harden instantly at her touch. Excitement jolts through me, making my legs tremble slightly.

Gabby smirks at my reaction, clearly pleased with herself, and then, with agonizing slowness, she glides down my length. The warm, moist cave of her mouth envelops me, sending heavenly sensations radiating through my groin and up my spine. I cup her face gently, resisting the urge to guide her, putting faith in her obvious expertise.

And expert she proves to be. Gabby knows precisely how to pleasure a man—the right amount of pressure, the perfect pacing, the exquisite timing. The way she gazes up at me with longing eyes makes it seem as if she's doing this for her own pleasure rather than mine. And whenever I twitch in her mouth, she moans, as if this is exactly what she's been craving.

I lose track of time, closing my eyes and surrendering to the sensation, wishing it might never end even as my desire builds to nearly unbearable levels. I resist the urge to thrust deeper into her welcoming mouth, afraid I'll finish too quickly. But when Gabby suddenly sinks lower, taking me into her throat with a skill that suggests considerable practice, I can't help but curse aloud.

"I'm gonna come, Gabby," I warn her, trying to pull back. "Let go."

She releases me, but not quite quickly enough. My seed fills her mouth before splashing onto her face. It trickles down her body, marking her with unmistakable evidence of what we've done.

"Oh my God," Gabby laughs after swallowing, wiping at the mess on her skin. "This is so sexy."

I laugh softly in return, feeling oddly tender toward her now. "You mean messy?"

"Both," she replies, sucking her fingers clean with appreciative moans. "And tasty. I like the taste of a man."

Fuck. My body responds to her words, my spent member twitching with renewed interest. I help her to her feet, drawing her close for another kiss.

As if on cue, the doorbell chimes. We stiffen in each other's arms, the outside world intruding on our private bubble.

"It must be Anya," Gabby says, her voice steady despite our compromising position.

Indeed, we hear Anya's voice wafting faintly from outside, calling both our names as if she knows exactly what she's interrupting.

"We'd better hurry," Gabby says, hastily straightening her clothes.

I pull up my pants and tuck in my shirt, then stick my head out into the hallway. "Just a minute," I call.

Anya chuckles, the sound carrying clearly through the door. "Take your time. And don't let me interrupt you. Tell Gabby I'm home."

I curse silently. Of course she knows. Anya has always possessed an uncanny ability to read situations and to see through pretenses. Considering her earlier remarks on the phone, I might as well admit that she staged this “accidental” romantic moment.

Gabby finishes adjusting her clothes, though her hair remains slightly disheveled. "I really need to use the bathroom before I head out," she says, her composure remarkable given what we've just done. "Although there's nothing to hide because Anya must have figured out what happened. And she'll press me for details at dinner."

Shit. I chuckle, imagining that conversation.

Gabby returns from the bathroom quickly, looking nearly as composed as when she first arrived, though a careful observer might notice the flush in her cheeks, the slight swelling of her lips.

"Thanks Walter," she says as we approach the front door. "That was the most romantic moment in my life."

I can't say the same—lately I've done wilder things than this, most of them involving Anya or Charlotte or both. The thought brings a smile to my face.

"My pleasure," I reply, giving her a quick peck before opening the door.

“Oh, I almost forgot. Emma asks when you’re going to play badminton with her,” she says with an enigmatic smile.

My mouth opens. “I didn’t think she was serious. She said it was a test I had to pass before I could date you.”

She chuckles. “Consider yourself lucky. She’s never given anyone else that chance.”

She steps outside, and I close the door behind her. I listen to the click of her heels as she crosses the courtyard toward Anya’s unit. When the sound fades, the apartment feels strangely quiet.

I stand there for a moment, trying to make sense of what my life has become. It is no longer mundane. It has not been for a while.

I have never had a truly stable relationship, but I have always been monogamous. The idea of having multiple partners was once nothing more than a private fantasy, something I never imagined could exist outside my own imagination. Women would never agree to such an arrangement. Or so I thought.

It turns out I was very wrong.


CHAPTER 9
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I am hunched over a spreadsheet, comparing the county’s new property tax assessments against last year’s numbers when the barking starts.

I sigh and rub my temples. It does not take much deduction to figure out where the commotion is coming from. There is only one dog in the complex, and he has been announcing his presence with impressive consistency ever since Hailey moved in last week.

Hercules again. That yappy Jack Russell I never should have allowed into Seaview Villas.

The barking rises in pitch and urgency until it breaks my concentration completely. I lose my place in the column of numbers and close my eyes for a moment, bracing myself. Then the knocking begins. It is loud and insistent, sharp enough to suggest frustration rather than patience, as if someone is trying to force their way through the door of Unit 5 with nothing but their fist.

This is probably why my old man had a no-dogs policy. I kept the rule for years, right up until I caved like a house of cards in a windstorm. I rub my temples, feeling a headache forming at the base of my skull. The spreadsheet blurs in front of me, the numbers swimming like confused fish.

David Lin from Unit 6 stopped by again yesterday, complaining about the dog instead of the music Madison had been playing to drown out the baby’s crying. It feels like a closed loop of noise, each sound triggering another, and somehow I am expected to referee the whole mess.

The knocking doesn't stop. If anything, it intensifies. A man's voice cuts through the barking now, the words indistinct but the tone unmistakable: demanding, impatient.

I stand up, and go to the window that gives me a view of the courtyard. Through the slats of the blinds, I can see a man standing at the door of Unit 5. He's tall and broad, with muscular arms protruding from a leather vest worn over a T-shirt. Blue jeans, heavy boots. Built like he could bench-press a pickup truck.

"Open the door, Hailey. I know you're home." His voice is clearer now, with the window cracked.

I feel a flare of annoyance coupled with concern. How did this guy get through the security gate? The Villas isn't Fort Knox, but you can't just wander in without a key or being buzzed through.

I should go out there. I take a moment instead. Self-preservation, perhaps. I can handle myself. I just don’t enjoy unnecessary conflict.

"Hey, Hailey, baby, please open the door." His tone softens, but there's something underneath it that makes my skin crawl. "I'm sorry, okay? I love you. Just open the door and we'll talk it over."

The silence from within Unit 5 is deafening, punctuated only by Hercule's continued barking. I watch as Paul, who clearly enjoys drama, steps out from Unit 2 where he's been working on the remodel. He approaches the man cautiously, wiping his hands on a rag.

"Might want to call your friend," Paul suggests, his voice carrying across the courtyard. "Doesn't seem like anyone's home."

The man turns to Paul, his stance widening slightly. "She's my girlfriend," he says, and I can hear the possessiveness in every syllable. "We had a little argument. She's not answering her phone, but she's definitely home. Her car's in the lot."

Hercule's barking reaches new heights of hysteria, a canine alarm that won't be silenced.

Then, finally, a voice from inside. "Go away, Derek. It's over between us. I'm not your girlfriend anymore. Please leave me alone!"

So his name is Derek. The ex Madison mentioned. The abuser.

Derek doesn't retreat. Instead, he raises his voice. "Come on, baby, you know I'll never leave you alone. You can't live without me. You know that. I'm your muse, you said that yourself. Without me, you can't write, you can't do anything."

"Shit," I mutter under my breath. This is textbook emotional manipulation, exactly as Madison described. The belittling, the undermining, the subtle threat wrapped in proclamations of necessity.

And he's doing it on my property.

Something clicks inside me, a protective instinct I didn't know I still possessed. I haven't confronted anyone since breaking up a fight in college decades ago, but here I go, striding out of my unit and across the courtyard before I can talk myself out of it.

Paul intercepts me halfway. "Guy followed me and my helper in when we were bringing materials through the gate," he says quickly, apologetic. "Sorry, Walter. Didn't realize he wasn't supposed to be here."

I nod, not breaking stride. “It’s fine. I’ll take care of it.”

I approach Derek directly, squaring my shoulders despite being outweighed by at least fifty pounds of what appears to be solid muscle. "Excuse me," I say, my voice steadier than I feel. "You need to leave."

Derek turns to look at me, and I get my first close look at him. Early thirties, with a thick beard that's meticulously trimmed. Tattoos crawl up his neck and across his face in intricate patterns, a permanent scowl etched in ink and attitude. His arms are sleeves of art, muscles rippling beneath the colorful designs. He looks like he belongs on a motorcycle, or possibly in a lineup. Not the kind of man I'd usually challenge, but here I am.

"Who the hell are you?" His eyes narrow, assessing me and finding me wanting. "It's none of your fucking business."

I'm surprised by how calm I feel. "I own this property, and you're trespassing. I'm going to call the police if you don't leave."

Paul steps up behind me, a silent backup that I'm immensely grateful for. Derek's jaw clenches, a muscle twitching beneath his beard as he stares me down. For a moment, I think he might throw a punch, and I brace myself for an impact that would probably send me straight to the emergency room.

Instead, he turns back to the door. "Okay, I'm leaving, baby. But this is not it. It isn't over between us."

From inside, Hailey's voice rings out, clear and defiant. "Go to hell, Derek!"

Hercules punctuates her sentiment with a fresh volley of barks, and for once, I'm grateful for that dog's persistence.

“If you come near my property again, I’m calling the police.” My voice sounds foreign to my own ears, authoritative in a way I haven't used since my teaching days.

Derek's response is a muttered curse that I choose not to dignify with a reaction.

Paul and I stand in the courtyard, watching as Derek stalks through the gate, his shoulders bunched with barely contained rage. Neither of us moves until we hear the roar of a motorcycle engine and the squeal of tires against asphalt as he peels away from the curb.

"Charming fellow," Paul says, wiping his brow with the back of his wrist.

I nod, the adrenaline beginning to ebb. "Thanks for the backup."

"Anytime." Paul claps me on the shoulder before heading back to Unit 2.

I turn toward Hailey's door. "He's gone," I call out. "You're safe now."

There's a pause, then the sound of a lock turning. The door opens just enough for Hailey to peek through, her face pale, eyes darting past me to confirm Derek's absence. When she sees only me standing there, the door opens wider.

"Thank you, Walter," she says, her voice slightly shaky. "I'm so sorry about this. I don't know how Derek found out where I live now. He must have followed me when I moved in."

"It's not your fault," I say. Behind her, Hercules continues his vigilant barking, though it's dropped to a lower volume.

Paul calls over from where he's gathering his tools. "That's on me. I should have checked who was coming in behind us."

"It's not your fault either, Paul," I assure him. He nods and disappears back into Unit 2.

I'm about to turn and head back to my own apartment when I notice how pale Hailey looks, the slight tremble in her fingers as they grip the door frame. I reconsider my retreat.

"Are you okay?" I ask, though it's clear she isn't.

She nods unconvincingly. "I'm fine."

"Would you like to talk about it?"

Her expression shifts, surprise replacing fear for a moment. "Yes, actually. I would. If you have time?"

I do have time. What I don't have is a pressing desire to return to property tax assessments.

"I have time," I say, and she steps aside to let me in.

Hercules greets my entrance with renewed enthusiasm, his small body vibrating with each bark. I look down at him, trying to channel authority.

"Sit," I command, more out of instinct than expectation. To my surprise, Hercule's rear end hits the floor, though his front paws continue to dance with excitement.

Hailey's eyebrows rise. "I didn't know you were good with dogs."

"I'm not, usually," I admit, mildly impressed with myself. "But I had a dog once, a long time ago."

"Really?" Hailey closes the door behind us. The apartment is neat but clearly still in transition, with boxes stacked in corners. "That's a surprise. You seem so... anti-dog."

"Anti-dog-in-my-rental-property," I clarify. "There's a difference."

Hailey gestures for me to sit on the couch, and I do. Hercules immediately trots over and sniffs my pants leg with intense concentration. "You must have some kind of dog whisperer thing going on," she says with a small smile. "He hasn't sat for me once since I found him."

I laugh. “I wish.”

“I could use some help training him,” she says.

"I wish I could help. But my dog never followed a single command," I confess. "Unless food was involved. Or a tennis ball. Or pretty much any distraction."

"You must've indulged him," she says, her smile widening.

"I did." The admission comes easily. "I couldn't not. He was my only companion for a while."

The smile fades slightly from her face, a flicker of understanding passing between us. She sits down in an armchair across from me, her posture relaxing incrementally.

"About what just happened," I begin, bringing us back to the reason I'm here. "You could ask the police for a restraining order if you wish. It might be better for your safety."

She nods, running a hand through her hair. "Madison said the same thing. I just didn't expect things would develop to this level. I didn't think he would be so... crazy."

"People rarely show their worst sides immediately," I say.

"No, they don't." She sighs deeply. "I made a mistake. Fell for the wrong guy. I'm a writer, and he did help inspire me, at least at first. But inspiration isn't worth... this." She gestures vaguely toward the door.

"What kind of books do you write?" I ask, curious about this unexpected connection.

Hailey pauses, a guarded look crossing her face. "Sorry, I can't tell you. Writing is a private matter to me."

"That's fine," I say with a shrug. "I understand completely. I'm a writer too, and I'm private about my work as well."

"Really?" She looks genuinely interested. "What a coincidence."

I notice that Hercules has completely quieted down and is now lying at my feet, his gaze shifting between Hailey and me with curious intelligence. I reach down to stroke his head.

"Do you understand what we're talking about, buddy?" I ask him playfully.

Hercules makes a small noise in his throat, something between a whine and a grumble, almost as if he's answering.

Hailey laughs. "I think that's a yes."

I stay a few moments longer, but the color has returned to her cheeks and her hands are steady now. Time to return to my own life.

"I should get going," I say, standing up. "You seem okay now, but if Derek harasses you again, let me know immediately."

"I will." She walks me to the door. "Thank you, Walter. You're a nice man. No wonder Madison was so crazy about you when she was your student." She smiles mischievously. "And I apologize for her impulsive behavior back then. She must've given you a lot of trouble."

I feel my face warm. "I didn't mind at all," I admit. "Madison was one of my best students. I've always been proud of her."

Hailey opens her mouth as if to say something, then seems to reconsider. Instead, she simply nods and says, "Thanks again."

As I walk back to my apartment, the spreadsheet waiting on my desk suddenly seems less important. I find myself wondering what kind of books Hailey writes, and what kind of muse Derek was to her. I have a feeling she writes romance, just like Anya. Romance with burly, muscular men like Derek on the covers.

Holy shit.


CHAPTER 10

[image: ]

I've been staring at the same sentence on my computer screen for twenty minutes, trying to work out if my protagonist would really say something so banal about time travel. It's eight in the evening, and I'm three cups of coffee deep into what I'd hoped would be the final rewrite of my novel's last chapter.

When I hear a soft knock on the door, I’m glad to have a distraction. I push back from my desk and shuffle to the door. I open it just a crack to see who it is.

Madison Walker stands there, holding an aluminum baking pan in her hands. Something inside it glows in the porch light and radiates a sweet, warm scent that makes my stomach growl involuntarily.

"Hi," she says, her smile bright against the dim hallway light. "Hailey and I baked something for you. She says thank you for helping this morning."

I swing the door wider, surprised by this unexpected gesture. "She didn't have to do it. I was just doing my job."

Madison steps inside, and I close the door behind her. The space of my apartment seems to shrink with her presence. She's wearing a UCLA T-shirt that's a size too large, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail.

"But you were awesome," she counters, placing the aluminum pan on my coffee table. "You could've ignored the problem like her old landlord. You could've just called the police, but you handled it yourself. We are grateful."

The contents of the pan draw my attention. It's clearly some kind of bread or cake, the top a rich golden brown, crispy around the edges with a scattering of walnuts embedded in the surface. The crust has cracked slightly down the middle, releasing wisps of steam that carry the unmistakable scent of overripe bananas and cinnamon.

"Smells good," I say, moving closer. "What is it?"

"A banana bread," Madison says, her voice lilting with a hint of pride. "I remember you used to like it."

This catches me off guard and I blink. She's right. During my teaching years at Whitman High, I'd stop at a small bakery near my old apartment almost every morning. Their banana bread wasn't particularly good, but it was convenient and filling enough to get me through morning classes.

"You remember that?" I say, genuinely touched by her observation.

"Of course I do," Madison replies, her blue eyes meeting mine directly. "I remember everything."

I chuckle, partly from discomfort, partly from curiosity. "Really? What else?" I ask casually, but she takes the question with unexpected seriousness.

"I remember you always had some leftover coffee in your Shakespeare mug, and you would take a sip between sentences, like the coffee hadn't gone cold."

Shit. She's right. It takes me a minute to recall the mug with the Bard’s caricature and a joke of a quote on it: “Rest is a debt I’ll settle with the grave.”

What she doesn’t know is why I kept drinking that cold, bitter coffee during her visits. It wasn’t thirst that drove me, but anxiety. The coffee helped me stay put together during those hours. It became a small ritual of control, one that kept me from doing anything inappropriate.

“Wow, I’m impressed,” I murmur as a rush of nostalgia washes over me. I shouldn’t cherish those hours. They remind me of a period when I was constantly battling temptation. But I do.

“Thank you,” Madison says quietly. “I really enjoyed those moments, even though I know you probably hated them.”

“Not at all,” I say. “I… I enjoyed them too.” This isn’t a lie. “You were one of the few students who actually cared about literature. Your enthusiasm made my day.”

My voice comes out more emotional than I intend, and Madison looks up at me with those mesmerizing blue eyes. My heart skips a beat, and I find myself wishing I had a mug of coffee to hold on to. I clear my throat instead.

“Would you like something to drink?”

Madison pauses for a second. “No, but you might,” she says, still looking at me. “Hailey says I have to make sure you take a bite of the bread before I go.”

I chuckle. "Sure. Let me go grab a knife, and a plate."

When I return from my kitchen, Madison is standing by my bookshelf, her fingertips running along the spines of my collection. She's stopped at the philosophy section, where I keep my more pretentious reading material.

"You've got so many classics," she observes as I slice into the banana bread. The knife sinks through with satisfying ease, revealing a moist, dense interior studded with more nuts and what looks like chocolate chips.

I place a generous piece on my plate and take a bite. The bread is still warm, the texture perfect—moist but not soggy, the banana flavor pronounced but not overwhelming, complemented by hints of cinnamon and vanilla. It's easily the best banana bread I've ever had.

"The best banana bread ever," I say with an approving thumbs-up, my mouth still half full.

"Thank you," Madison says, a blush rising to her cheeks. "It means a lot to Hailey. She spent the entire afternoon on it."

I swallow another bite. "I thought you helped her with it."

"I did, but I was mainly her taster," she says with a small laugh. "Quality control is a serious responsibility."

There's something disarming about the way she stands there in my apartment, comfortable but slightly hesitant, as if she belongs but isn't quite sure if I agree. I take another bite of the bread to give myself something to do besides stare at her.

"Omygod, you're reading Winds of Desire!" Madison's gasp cuts through the comfortable silence that had settled between us.

She's spotted the paperback on my side table. I curse silently. I really should return the book to Anya.

"I can't believe you're reading romance, Mr. Haines!" Madison says in a teasing tone that makes me feel like I'm back in my classroom, caught doing something utterly unprofessional.

I reach for humor to cover my embarrassment. "Why not? Is there a law against it I'm unaware of?"

"Well, you're a guy, and you're my English teacher." Her eyes sparkle with amusement.

"I was your English teacher," I correct her gently. "Not any more. And plenty of men read romance. It's the biggest selling genre in publishing, you know. Someone's buying those books."

Madison laughs, a bright sound that fills my small living room. "No way! What else do you have?" She turns her attention back to my bookshelves, scanning the titles with unexpected intensity. "I don't see any other one..."

"That's because it's the only romance I've read in the past twenty years," I confess with a chuckle. “I tried a few when I was much younger, but I never really appreciated them. Couldn't get past the formula."

"So what made you try again?" She gestures toward Winds of Desire, curiosity evident in her expression.

"I know the author," I say, taking another bite of banana bread. "She lent it to me."

Madison's eyes brighten like I've just told her Christmas is coming early. "You know her? Seriously?" She practically bounces on her toes. "You have to introduce her to me and Hailey. Please, Mr. Haines!"

"Are you both her fans?" I ask, surprised by her enthusiasm.

"Yes, big fans," Madison nods vigorously. "We also admire her as a fellow writer."

This catches my interest. "Right, Hailey told me earlier today that she wrote, but she wouldn't say what kind of books." I study Madison's face, connecting the dots. "From what you're revealing, I'm guessing you write romance as well?"

Madison hesitates for a second, then nods. "Sort of," she says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Hailey is the main author, and I mostly edit. Our pen name is quite successful, actually. We've once or twice made it to the bestseller list in our category."

"What category?" I find myself genuinely intrigued now.

Madison's cheeks flush pink, and she gives me a searching look. "You have to promise not to judge."

"I promise," I say, raising my right hand in a mock oath.

"BDSM erotica romance," she whispers, as if there might be other tenants hiding behind my curtains.

My mouth falls open. I can't reconcile this revelation with the image of shy, gentle Hailey who stood nervously in her apartment just this morning. "No way."

"Yes," Madison confirms, her expression a mix of pride and defiance.

I take a minute to process this information, adjusting my perception of my quiet tenant. "Is that why her ex, the guy who harassed her this morning, called himself her muse?"

Madison's smile fades. "Partly right. He did introduce Hailey into that kind of kinky stuff, but he carried it too far." She looks down at her hands.

It isn't hard for me to guess the rest. "Did he physically abuse her?" The thought makes my stomach clench.

"No, but the asshole made her believe no one else could give her what she wanted during sex." Madison’s voice is edged with indignation.

"I see," I nod, though I don't fully understand what kind of control Derek had over Hailey. It must go deeper than I initially thought.

"How did Hailey meet this guy? They don't seem to belong in the same league." The man I confronted this morning looked like he spent more time on a motorcycle than reading books.

"Writer's conferences," Madison explains. "Hailey goes to these events at least once a year. Including the one in Vegas last month. Derek was a cover model."

"Ah," I say with a nod. The pieces start fitting together.

"At first, they just worked on covers together, and then they started seeing each other." Madison pauses for a moment and frowns. "I didn't like him the first time I saw him. But Hailey was already hooked on him by then. He knew Hailey was looking for a daddy type, and he played the role until she was totally dependent on him."

"Daddy type?" I murmur, the term conjuring uncomfortable associations. Then I recall the book title I glimpsed in Hailey's moving box: Daddy's Girl. The realization hits me with sudden clarity.

"Is Kate Wylde your pen name?" I ask before I can stop myself.

Madison's eyes widen. "How do you know?"

"I saw the books in Hailey's boxes by chance the day when she moved in," I confess, feeling like I've accidentally stumbled upon a private secret.

"I see." Madison studies me for a moment, then asks playfully, "Do you want to read them? I'll bring you a copy."

I consider the offer. I was intrigued by the book titles, but had no intention of reading any of them—not until now at least.

"Yes," I say, surprising myself. "But I don't think Hailey would permit it. She didn't want me to find out what she wrote."

"I know," Madison nods with an eye roll. "She's shy about it. Probably worried about what you would think of her."

"Tell her I won't judge," I say sincerely. "I'm a writer, a much less successful writer than you are."

Madison’s eyes light up, and she steps closer. “You’re a writer too? What do you write?”

“Mostly fiction that reads like nonfiction,” I reply, deliberately vague. I’m not ready to discuss my humble books with Madison, who once idolized me, more or less.

“Oh, can I read them?” she asks eagerly, her enthusiasm warming something inside me.

“Sure,” I say after a moment’s hesitation. “I don’t have a proof copy on hand right now. I’ll let you know once I order more.”

Madison seems satisfied with the promise, and I’m relieved not to have to explain that my published novels, combined, sold fewer than a hundred copies. Next to their bestseller status, my literary ambitions feel quaint, even a little outdated. Like insisting on a typewriter in the age of computers.

"I think I need another slice," I say after swallowing down the last bite of banana bread. "I didn't eat enough dinner." The truth is the spaghetti sauce turned bad, and I had to throw most of it away. I ate the pasta with Parmesan cheese, a sad meal that left my stomach growling. This banana bread is filling the void nicely.

I help myself to another piece, conscious of Madison watching me.

She's drifted toward the window, the one that overlooks the driveway. Beyond the silhouettes of palm trees and neighboring buildings, scattered points of light gleam in the distance.

"Is that the beach?" she asks, pointing to the faint shimmer on the horizon.

"Yeah, supposed to be," I say through a mouthful of bread, "but you can't really see it from here. Just the lights."

"That's too bad," Madison says, turning back to me with a small smile. "Seaview without a view."

I chuckle, gesturing toward the romance novel on my table. "The author of that book made the same comment."

Her eyebrows lift with renewed interest. "Who is she, anyway?"

"I can't tell you," I say, aware that I'm being unnecessarily mysterious. "Not yet. I'll have to ask her first."

"You will do it?" Madison's face brightens with unexpected joy. For a moment, she looks like she might throw her arms around me in celebration, but catches herself mid-movement. "Sorry," she says, taking a small step back. "Don't want to cross the line again."

I recall her last impulsive kiss and my overreaction with a twinge of regret. "I didn't mean to be rude before. I just, I appreciate you, Madison, I just..." The words tangle themselves in my mouth.

"It's okay, Mr. Haines." Her use of my formal title creates a deliberate distance between us. "I understand."

We fall briefly into silence. I finish the second slice of banana bread while Madison continues looking out the window, her profile outlined against the dark glass.

"So does any unit here have an ocean view?" she asks finally.

"Unfortunately, no," I say regretfully. "When they first built it decades ago, yes, but later the new buildings blocked the view."

"That's too bad," Madison says, looking a bit disappointed.

Something inside me stirs, an impulse to make her happy. I simply need to reciprocate her kindness, I tell myself. "But you can see it on the rooftop," I say.

"Really?" Her blue eyes shimmer with excitement in the low light of my living room.

"Yes. Want to take a look?" The offer escapes my lips before I can consider the wisdom of it.

"Yes!" Madison exclaims, nearly hugging me again before catching herself.

I lead her out of my unit and across the small courtyard to where an outdoor ladder is bolted to the side of the building. It’s old but sturdy, leading up to the flat roof. I rarely go up there, only when there are problems with the AC units for my apartment and Unit 2.

“Watch your step,” I warn, starting up first to make sure the way is safe. Madison follows, her sneakers making soft thuds on the metal rungs.

At the top, I unlock a small metal door with my key and push it open, letting us onto the roof.

When we reach the top, enclosed by the parapet wall, Madison gasps in delight. “Oh my God, it’s beautiful up here!”

It is dark, but the view is undeniably special. From this height, we can see past the neighboring buildings to where the ocean meets the night sky. The lights of the Santa Monica Pier glitter in the distance, a fairytale carousel of color against the black water.

I take Madison's hand even though the roof is flat, making sure she doesn't trip on any of the vents or conduits that crisscross the surface.

Madison glances around, taking in the empty expanse of the roof. "You should put some chairs up here," she says. "Maybe a little table. Make it a relaxation area."

I'm intrigued by the idea. It has never occurred to me to make use of this space. “That’s not a bad thought,” I admit. “I’d have to make sure it doesn’t violate any building codes.”

"Could I sit down for a moment?" Madison asks, still looking out at the view. "Just to take it in."

“Of course,” I say. I help her sit on the roof, then settle beside her, careful to keep us well away from the edge.

The night breeze carries the scent of the ocean, salt and seaweed and something indefinably vast. It ruffles Madison's hair, sending strands dancing across her face. Without thinking, I reach out to brush them away, my fingers grazing her cheek. She doesn't pull back.

My hand comes to rest on her shoulder, a gesture meant to be protective but feeling suddenly more intimate in the darkness. The city stretches out before us, a sprawl of lights and shadows, but all I can focus on is the warmth of her body next to mine.

"I wish Hailey could see this," Madison says softly. "She'd love it up here."

"Why didn't she come with you tonight?" I ask, curious about the quieter sister.

"She was going too, but was afraid to leave Hercules alone. He might bark nonstop." Madison turns to look at me. "Why don't you make the roof accessible to all the tenants? It's such a waste to keep this view to yourself."

"Mostly safety reasons," I explain. "Insurance nightmare. Liability concerns."

Madison nods, understanding but clearly disappointed. "Could I have a key?" she asks hopefully. "I'd love to bring Hailey here sometime."

"I can't give you a key," I say, watching her expression fall. "But you're welcome to come up anytime, as long as you let me accompany you."

"Okay," Madison agrees, her smile returning.

We sit in silence for a while, looking out at the lights. The moment feels suspended, as if we've stepped outside of normal time into a pocket universe where our complicated history doesn't matter. I'm aware of her presence beside me, the subtle fruity scent of her shampoo mingling with the salty air.

"Thank you for showing me this," she says, her voice barely above a whisper.

"You're welcome," I reply, equally quiet.

When she turns to look at me, her face is half-illuminated by the distant lights, half in shadow. There's a question in her eyes that I can't quite decipher, or perhaps don't want to acknowledge.

I find myself leaning toward her, drawn by some force I don't fully understand. Warning bells sound distantly in my mind, reminding me of all the reasons this is a bad idea. Former student. Tenant. Too young.

But in this moment, those concerns seem to belong to another world, another Walter.

Our lips meet hesitantly at first, a barely-there pressure that sends a current through my entire body. I'm wary, ready to pull back, ready to apologize. But then her hand comes up to cup my cheek, and the kiss deepens.

For a moment, I forget myself entirely. Forget that I'm her former teacher, current landlord, an older man. I’m just a man kissing a woman under a sky full of stars, with the sound of distant waves providing a rhythm for our hearts.


CHAPTER 11
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Madison's lips are soft against mine, her body pressing into me with an urgency that makes my head swim. Her small moan vibrates between us, and something stirs in me, a primal thing I've kept buried so long I barely recognize it. My hand finds its way under her shirt before I can think better of it, her skin silky and warm beneath my palm.

I can't stop touching her, which only makes her moan louder. The sound shoots through me like electricity. Her hand reaches down, finding me through the fabric of my jeans, and my breath catches in my throat.

Then something shifts. In my mind, I'm suddenly back in my classroom office five years ago. Madison, younger but just as determined, her impulsive kiss taking me by surprise. The shock I felt then echoes now, and I hesitate, my hand closing around her wrist.

I break our kiss, pulling away slightly. Madison looks at me, disappointment written across her features, blue eyes wide in the dim light.

"What's wrong?" she asks, her voice small.

"This doesn't feel right," I whisper, the words barely audible above the distant sound of waves.

"Why not?" She tilts her head, challenge replacing disappointment. "You aren't my English teacher anymore. You said it yourself less than ten minutes ago."

True. I silently curse her sharp wit, the way she uses my own words against me.

"But you're young, Madison. I'm old enough to be your..."

"Daddy?" she finishes, a teasing lilt to her voice.

I chuckle despite myself, unable to speak because there's something in the way she says "daddy" that sends heat curling through my stomach.

"You know I'm into older men, don't you?" she says, her voice husky now, calculated.

I swallow hard. "You want to be a Daddy's girl, too?"

"I do," she nods, her eyes the same color as the darkening sky, shimmering in the dim streetlight.

My breathing quickens. I struggle with my desire, though less vigorously than before. She's right—I'm no longer her teacher. And I am, apparently, her type. As for my last concern, being her landlord can hardly be an obstacle anymore, considering my relationship with Anya and Charlotte.

Ah. That reminds me.

"I'm seeing other women, Madison," I say, the words tumbling out before I can consider them.

She blinks, and instead of being discouraged, she grins. "Women, plural? Wow, Mr. Haines! You’re full of surprises!"

Fuck. I curse silently.

"You don't mind?" I ask.

"Not at all," she says. "Actually, I was just teasing. You think I didn't know?"

My jaw drops. "How did you know?"

She rolls her eyes. "It's hard not to notice you going in and out of Unit 3 at night. And the women were loud. I heard you when I was doing laundry at night."

Heat crawls up my neck. "I'm sorry. I didn't realize we were so loud."

"It's okay." Her grin widens. "It was actually quite a turn on. Hailey said the ladies in Unit 3 were lucky to have you."

"Hailey heard us, too?" My voice cracks slightly.

"Yes," Madison nods. "I think everyone in this apartment complex knows what you've been doing, Mr. Haines."

I curse again and attempt to stand up. "That's one more reason we should stop what we started."

She grabs my arm, her fingers digging into my skin.

“No, please, Mr. Haines,” she says. “I’ve wanted this forever. I tried to forget you, but I couldn’t. I love you.”

She looks at me, earnest and unguarded.

The word lands like an alarm bell. I’m not used to hearing it.

“No, Madison,” I say gently. “You don’t.”

I'm about to repeat what I said years ago, that she doesn't know what love is, but she interrupts me.

“Don’t tell me again that I don’t know what love is,” she says, her voice fierce. “I do. I’ve always known. You were kind to me back in high school. Going to your office hours was something I looked forward to every day. You made me feel safe. Reassured. You listened. You guided me in ways no one else did. Not even my parents.”

She swallows and continues, “Hailey was my older sister, but I was the one taking care of her. I didn’t have anyone to lean on. And then there was you.”

Her grip tightens. “I couldn’t help falling in love with you.”

Her heartfelt words capture me completely. I can't speak for several seconds after she finishes, afraid I can't find the right words, afraid of the weight of what she's just shared.

"Wow," I finally say. "I'm... I don't know what to say, Madison. I feel like a jerk."

"You were not a jerk back then," she says, wiping tears she's tried to hold back. "You did the right thing. But you are now."

I take a moment to let her words sink in. Then I cradle her face in my hands and kiss her again, tasting salt.

"You're absolutely right, Madison. I'm sorry. Can I make it up to you?"

"How?" she asks, her voice catching.

"I'll let you know. Let's go back to my unit."

Madison gazes into my eyes for a moment, trying to guess my meaning. And then she grins again. "Yes, Mr. Haines, let's go!"

I chuckle. "You can call me Walter," I say as we head toward the rooftop exit.

"But I like to call you Mr. Haines," Madison says, the teasing note back in her voice.

On our way down the ladder, I feel strangely giddy, like a teenager sneaking out past curfew. I have to put in a mighty effort to remain calm, to keep my hands steady on each rung.

My heart thumps so loudly I'm certain Madison can hear it in the quiet night air.

Once we're safe on the ground, I take her hand. Her fingers are slender, warm against my palm as I guide her back to my unit.

As soon as the door closes behind us, I pull her into my arms, kissing her with a tenderness that surprises even me, then with a passion that feels like it's been waiting years to surface.

I owe this girl something enormous. She has gone on missing me all these years despite those cold words I said to her.

Guilt, appreciation, and lust mix together, tumbling and growing into an irresistible force that propels me forward.

My hands stroke her back with urgency while our bodies press together as if magnetized.

Madison wriggles in my arms, her body restless, her breathing quick. She breaks our kiss, her lips red and slightly swollen.

"Please, Mr. Haines, more," she begs, her voice catching.

I groan, something primal uncoiling inside me. Without another moment's delay, I gather her into my arms and lift her.

"Wait, what're you doing?" she asks, laughing.

"I'm taking you to bed, little girl."

"Ooh," she coos. "Sounds fun, Daddy."

I curse under my breath. I've read about role-playing in books and have always found it cringeworthy. I'm surprised to realize I don't dislike the sound of it at all when it comes out of Madison's mouth.

I carry her as far as the staircase before she squirms in my arms.

"I want a piggyback ride instead," she insists, eyes bright with mischief.

I oblige, bending down so she can climb onto my back. She wraps her legs around my waist, giggling as I carry her all the way to the bedroom.

When I set her down, she sits up on the bed and removes her T-shirt without hesitation. Her perky breasts sway in the cradle of her bra, which is tiny and pink against her skin.

I stand there gazing at her, confirming that my former student has indeed grown into a mature woman. I never saw Madison topless before, but I noticed her figure even then, though I tried not to. She wasn't plump, but wasn't skinny either. Now, five years later, she's absolutely stunning.

I stare as she teases me by removing her jeans slowly. She unbuttons them first, then drags the zipper down with theatrical slowness. The sound of metal teeth parting fills the quiet room. She shimmies out of them, wriggling her bottom against the bed in a way that makes my mouth go dry.

"Need some help?" I ask, my voice rougher than I intend.

"No," she says, smiling. "I like to see you watch me. I've imagined doing this for you, especially when I touch myself."

Her confession turns me on further, makes me grip the edge of the dresser for support. "You are a naughty girl," I manage to say.

"Just for you, Mr. Haines," she rasps.

She's finally down to just her underwear. A set of pink lingerie that makes her look girlish and innocent, despite the clearly adult situation. For a second, the younger Madison flashes in my mind—vulnerable and yet passionate, watching me, waiting for me to accept her love.

I groan and lean forward, placing my hand over one bra cup. Madison whimpers and grabs my wrist.

"Not yet, Mr. Haines," she says. "Keep watching, please."

She reaches behind her back and unclasps her bra, removing it with a small flourish. Then she cups her own breasts while gazing at me, her eyes never leaving mine.

"Do you like what you see, Mr. Haines?" she asks in that teasing voice again.

I groan, feeling my arousal hardening at an alarming speed. "Stop teasing me, Madison," I say. "I'm reaching my limits."

Madison laughs, the sound throaty and knowing. "That's what I want to see," she says, her voice low and purring. "The calm and collected Mr. Haines, my respectful English teacher, losing himself. Oh, I've wanted to see it so bad."

"Stop it, Madison," I warn her again, but she ignores me.

She slips her hand into her panties now and closes her eyes. "I used to fantasize about this: we're alone. It's just you and me, and I strip for you, just like this.”

My heart races, but I don’t interrupt her. “I unbutton my shirt, one button at a time, while you sip your cold coffee from your mug,” she continues breathlessly.

“And then you come to me, kissing me, letting me taste the coffee on your tongue. And then you kiss me all over my body, leaving a trail of coffee all over me..."

I curse again. The truth is, I have fantasized about something similar with her. "What do I do next?" I ask, playing along.

"You lift me onto your desk, and taste me down here," she says, spreading her legs wider so I know exactly what she means. Her hand is still under her panties. I can't see it but know what she's doing. She's stroking herself, making little circles. "I'm so wet, so wet for you, Mr. Haines."

I groan. "Show me," I demand.

Madison chuckles. "Getting impatient? Reached your limits yet?"

"Very close," I admit.

"Not until you show me yourself first," she says, challenging me with her eyes.

I pause for a minute, considering. Then I nod. "Okay."

I strip my shirt off first, pulling it over my head in one fluid motion. My jeans follow quickly, the denim sliding down my legs. Madison's eyes are wide open now, bright with anticipation. She bites her lip, her hand frozen against her skin.

"Oh my god," she whispers. "Mr. Haines, you're so much bigger than I imagined!"

I chuckle. The girl knows how to flatter a man. "You haven't even seen it yet," I say, standing before her in just my briefs.

"But I can tell from the tent."

I consider removing my underwear immediately, wanting to impress her, but I hold back the urge. It's time I teased her back.

"I guess thanks to your tease, Madison," I say, gripping my shaft through the fabric and stroking it slowly. Damn, it feels good. "It is bigger than usual."

"Are you saying I'm a good seductress?" she smirks.

"I'm saying you're a naughty girl that knows how to drive a man crazy." I continue stroking myself, watching Madison's eyes turn stormier.

"Are you crazy about me now?" she asks, her voice hoarse.

"I am losing my mind."

She gets up and moves toward me. Her hands find my waistband and pull the briefs down in one swift motion. My hand covers myself for a second before I let go, exposing myself fully to her gaze.

"Holy fuck, Mr. Haines, you are a jerk!" she exclaims.

"What?" I'm taken aback by her remark.

"You've got such a national treasure, and you weren't going to let me have it!"

I laugh. I love this girl's wit. "I'm glad you like it. Now it's my turn."

"Not until I taste you first," she says, and then leans forward.

I grunt as I watch her full lips wrap around me. I wonder fleetingly how often she's practiced this. But her clumsiness tells me she isn't as skilled as she led me to believe. The fact eases an unreasonable jealousy I didn't realize I felt. I rejected her, so what right do I have to be jealous of other lucky men who had her first?

When she attempts to take me deeper, I stop her with a gentle hand on her shoulder.

"That's enough, Maddy," I say, her nickname coming naturally to my lips. "Tonight is about you."

I guide her back to the bed and lift her legs so they wrap around my shoulders. I taste her, my tongue exploring her folds, savoring her arousal. Yes, she is incredibly wet. The fact sends another jolt through my body.

Madison is already writhing on the sheets, her hand cupping her breast again. "Make me come, please, Mr. Haines!"

I oblige, pressing my thumb against her most sensitive spot and detonating the explosion. Her release rushes out, splashing my face. I chuckle as I pull back, licking my fingers.

Madison arches her back and removes her underwear completely. Her breasts are round and full, her nipples hard and begging to be tasted. I take them one by one into my mouth, making her beg again.

"Please, I need you inside me, Mr. Haines."

"Are you sure?" I ask, positioning myself above her.

"Yes, please."

I grunt softly before straddling Madison. I guide myself to her eager entrance, sliding along her wetness a few times before nudging against her opening. I push in carefully. She's so tight, so warm, and so soft. I lose myself in the exquisite sensation as I inch forward. I don't want to hurry; I want to explore every part of her.

I make my way deeper until an obstacle stops me. My eyes pop open and meet Madison's.

"Sorry," she whispers.

It dawns on me that she's still a virgin. "No way," I say, disbelief coloring my voice.

"Yes," she confirms. "I've been saving my V-card because no one seemed to deserve it."

My mouth falls open as I realize the implication. "So, I'm the chosen one?"

"You absolutely are, Mr. Haines." Her voice is husky and sincere, leaving me no reason not to accept the gift.

I growl like an animal who's won a prized trophy. My desire grows exponentially. I thrust deeper, penetrating her barrier, reaching a place no man has visited before me. Madison gasps, her fingernails digging into my shoulders.

"Are you okay?" I whisper against her ear.

"Yes," she breathes. "Don't stop."

I move slowly at first, giving her time to adjust. Her body is tight around me, pulsing with each small movement. I kiss her deeply as I begin to establish a rhythm, swallowing her small cries of pleasure.

Madison's legs wrap around my waist, pulling me deeper. I lose myself in her, in the softness of her skin, the sound of her breath quickening, the way her eyes never leave mine. There's an intimacy here I wasn't prepared for, something beyond physical pleasure.

I increase my pace, feeling her body respond to mine. Her inner muscles tighten, and I know she's close again. I reach between us, my fingers finding the center of her pleasure, circling gently.

"Mr. Haines!" she cries out as she comes undone beneath me. The sight of her surrender, the knowledge that I'm the first to witness it, sends me over the edge. I follow her into blissful release, her name a prayer on my lips.

Afterward, Madison lies in my arms, her face pressed against my chest. Her breathing returns to normal, soft and even against my skin.

"Thank you, Mr. Haines. For making my dream come true," she murmurs.

I stroke her hair, feeling strangely peaceful. "Same here, sweetheart. Thank you."

I mean it more than she knows. Not just for the physical release, but for reminding me that sometimes the things we push away are exactly what we need. Sometimes what feels wrong in one context becomes right in another. Sometimes people know their own hearts better than we give them credit for.

As Madison drifts toward sleep in my arms, I wonder what tomorrow will bring. But for now, I'm content to simply hold her, listening to the distant sound of waves crashing against the shore.
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Sample Chapter from Family Inheritance

THE FLUORESCENT LIGHT above me flickers like a dying moth, its buzz an annoying drone that's become the soundtrack to my days. It’s May, and I’m working on extension filings in my accounting firm in Center City, Philadelphia. I'm drowning in a sea of paperwork, the stacks on my desk threatening to topple over like some man-made mountain range.

My computer screen is a blur of spreadsheets, numbers swimming before my eyes. I've been staring at them for so long that I've started to see them even when I close my eyes. My hands move mechanically, clicking the mouse, tapping the keyboard, signing off on documents. It's a task I've done thousands of times before, a routine that's become as natural as breathing.

When my shoulders become stiff, I lean back in my chair. My eyes drift to the window, where the sun is struggling to shine through the smog and the grime. I imagine Richard, my business partner, out there somewhere, laughing with his daughter, riding roller coasters, eating cotton candy. A pang of something—envy, maybe? —hits me square in the chest.

"Not your life, Greg," I mutter to myself, rubbing a hand over my short, graying hair. I never wanted any of that. Marriage, kids, the whole white-picket-fence deal. I saw what it did to my parents, the way it tore them apart like a piece of rotten cloth. I've dated, sure, but I've always kept it casual, surface-level. No strings, no attachments. No chance of ending up like Mom and Dad.

My mind wanders, drifting away from the sterile confines of my office. I think about the Grand Canyon and the way the pictures make it look like a vast, open wound in the earth. I think about the Northern Lights, the videos I've seen of them dancing across the sky like ethereal flames. I think about the safaris I've read about, the wild animals, the vast savannahs. I think about anything, everything, that's not this office, not this job, not this life.

I sigh, leaning forward again, trying to focus on the task at hand. But it's like trying to catch smoke with my bare hands. My mind is rebellious, refusing to cooperate. It's not that I hate my job. I don't. It's just... predictable. Safe. Boring. I've been doing this for twenty years. Twenty. Years. I've been an accountant for longer than I haven't. Is this really all there is to life? Is this really how I want to spend the rest of mine?

I shake my head, attempting to clear my mind, but my thoughts drift back to Richard, and I feel a twinge of resentment. We share similar backgrounds, having both started our careers at a Big 4 accounting firm right after college.

After earning our CPAs, Richard chose to start his own business, and I joined him. In the beginning, we were both single and fully devoted to the firm, rarely taking days off, let alone vacations.

About a decade ago, Richard got married, and everything shifted. He became more of a family man, often taking time off for his kids and rarely working overtime. He frequently apologizes, saying I'll understand when I have a family of my own, as if that could ever happen. Me, Gregory Taylor, with a family. I try to brush it off with a laugh, but it sounds empty in the deserted office.

I turn back to my computer, the spreadsheets, the endless parade of numbers. But no matter how hard I try, I can't shake the feeling of restlessness, the nagging sense that there's something more out there. Waiting. Calling my name.

I reach for my coffee cup, taking a sip of the lukewarm liquid. It's bitter, stale. I grimace, setting it back down. I look around my office, at the towering stacks of paper, the blinking answering machine, the dull, lifeless walls. And again I wonder, is this really all there is? Is this really my life? And if it is, why does it feel so empty?

The door swings open and Maggie, our receptionist, pops her head in. "Sorry to bother you, Greg, but James Holloway is on line two. Sounds pretty heated."

I stifle a groan. James Holloway, one of our wealthier and more irritating clients. The man owns a string of car dealerships and is always trying to weasel his way into paying less taxes.

"Thanks, Maggie. I'll take it.”

She nods and ducks back out.

I pick up the phone, mentally steeling myself. "Gregory Taylor speaking."

"Greg! What the hell is going on here? I just got the return I must sign and it's way higher than last year!" James's grating voice fills my ear. "I thought you were supposed to be minimizing what I owe!"

I pinch the bridge of my nose, already feeling a headache coming on. "James, your tax liability increased because your income increased significantly from last year. That's generally how it works—make more money, pay more taxes."

"Well that's ridiculous!" he sputters. "Isn't there anything you can do? Some loopholes or deductions we haven't explored?"

"We've already applied every legal deduction and tax planning strategy available for your situation," I say, straining to keep my tone even. "Unless you'd like to reduce your income, I'm afraid this is the reality."

James continues to bluster and complain, but I tune him out, making the occasional "mhm" and "I understand" as my eyes drift back to the window.

Twenty years. Two damn decades I've been at this grind, dealing with entitled jackasses who think accounting is some kind of black magic that can make their taxes disappear. I'm sick of it. Sick of never feeling like I'm making any real difference. What's the point?

"...so you'll look into it, right Greg?" James's expectant question snaps me back to the call.

"Of course, James. I'll...explore some options and get back to you." Options like retiring to a shack in the woods and never dealing with another 1040 again.

We say our terse goodbyes and I drop the phone back into its cradle with more force than necessary. Another thrilling interaction in the glamorous life of Gregory Taylor, CPA.

I sink back into my chair, rubbing my temples. There has to be more to life than this soul-sucking monotony. But what? And how? Am I brave enough to even find out?

My melancholy reverie is interrupted by a knock at the door. Maggie again, holding a stack of mail. "This just came for you, Greg." She puts the envelopes on the desk, giving me a professional smile before heading back out.

I flip through the mail with disinterest. Bill, junk, bill, more junk. Until one catches my eye— a slightly worn envelope with handwritten script and a California return address. Something tugs at the back of my mind. The postmark is from Vine Valley, a town that doesn’t ring any bell, but the state alone is enough to stir some long-buried memories. My fingers shake slightly as I pick it up—what the hell is that? Too much caffeine?

Paula Lovejoy. Who is she? The name sounds vaguely familiar but I can’t put a face to it. Curiosity washes through me as I turn the envelope over in my hands. The paper feels weighty and substantial, as if the words inside carry more than just ink. I trace the script with my thumb, delaying the inevitable. What news does this handwritten missive bring from across the country?

I take a deep breath, the air rushing into my lungs like a gust of wind through a canyon. I slide my finger under the flap, tearing it open. My heart pounds in my chest, a drumbeat of anticipation—or is it dread?

The letter unfolds in my hands, crisp and demanding attention. My eyes scan the words, the ink bleeding into the page like rivers carving paths through a landscape.

“Dear Gregory,

I trust this letter reaches you in good health... You will shortly be contacted by… the inheritance attorney... However, I wanted to provide you with a little advance notice…”

The letter trembles in my hand like a leaf in an autumn breeze. I blink, trying to focus. The words blur in front of me, resisting any attempt to make sense of them. But then, out of nowhere, clarity strikes. A flood of understanding washes over me, like a storm breaking loose.

“...Adrianna has passed away…”

The words hit me like a sudden gust of wind, knocking the breath out of me. I stagger back, the office chair squeaking in protest as I collapse onto it. My mother... gone? The thought is a seed falling into the earth, taking root, spreading tendrils of emotion through me.

“...a rose farm in California…”

An image blooms in my mind, a field of red and pink and white, a riot of color under the golden sun. Mom’s farm. Right. The place she preferred over the gloomy East Coast cities. I can almost smell the sweet scent of roses, almost feel the thorns pricking my fingers.  Paula Lovejoy was the woman she once mentioned to me, who was as close to her as her daughter.

*...we shall share ownership...*

I read on, the words painting a picture I can't quite grasp. “...sell your share... depend on it... handle it through a lawyer…”

I force myself to focus on Paula’s words. Paula describes the farm as a living thing, something that demands care and attention, something that she and her family depend on. I can sell my share if I wish, she says, but the resolve in her tone, even through ink, tells me she will hold onto hers with a tenacity I can't help but respect.

"Please come," she urges. "Adrianna often expressed the wish that you could visit her farm one day."

I drop the letter onto my desk, my heart drumming an erratic rhythm. The walls of my office close in, the air grows stale, thick with dust and unspoken words. My mother's image flits through my mind—a photograph here, a fleeting visit there. Adrianna Taylor, the woman who gave me life but couldn't stay to be part of it.

I close my eyes, and I'm suddenly a child again, listening to my dad talk about my mother.

Dad always painted her as a free spirit, a hippie who danced to the beat of her own drum. Their story began at UC Berkeley, amid protests and dreams of changing the world. A frat party, too many drinks, a night of recklessness—they never stood a chance. Marriage out of obligation, not love. He was East Coast to his core, while she was a child of the sun-kissed Californian farmsteads.

"Your mother could never settle here," he'd say with a sigh, the East Coast winter howling outside, a testament to her discomfort. They split when I was five, their marriage succumbing to the pressures of incompatible lives. Dad, with his law career, won custody. Mom, jobless and untethered, drifted away like a leaf on a stream.

The clock on the wall ticks like a metronome, each swing of its cold, brass pendulum echoing the steady march of time. I sit with the letter from Paula Lovejoy resting on the desk before me, as still as the faded photograph of my mother that I keep tucked away in my wallet. Adrianna. A name that tastes of sunlight and distant memories. The last time I saw her was ten years ago when she came to see me in Philadelphia.

"Why aren't you married yet, Greg?" Her voice, a soft breeze rustling through leaves, whispers in my mind. I can see her, sitting across from me in that little café ten years past, her hands wrapped around a cup of chamomile tea. Her eyes, a mirror of my own, held a world of sadness.

"I have no faith in marriage," I had replied, the bitter taste of my parents' divorce still lingering after all those years. "I don't want a family. I don't want to put anyone through that."

She had looked at me then, her eyes shining with tears. "I'm sorry, Greg. I never wanted this for you." She reached out, her hand resting on mine. "You should come visit me sometime. See the farm."

But I never did. I couldn't. The farm was a thorn in my side, a symbol of her choice to leave me behind. I resented it, resented her for loving it more than she loved me. Or so I thought.

I sigh, running a hand through my short, graying hair. I don't need the farm. I don't need the hassle. I've built a life here, a comfortable, predictable life. I have enough money to last me several lifetimes, to never have to work again. I could just sell my share to Paula and be done with it. I’ll contact a lawyer and have them take care of the whole ordeal.

But...

A restlessness stirs within me, a longing for something more than the endless spreadsheets and the humdrum of my daily routine. I stand, walking to the window, looking out at the bustling city below. The concrete jungle, all steel and glass and noise. It's a far cry from the rolling hills and golden sunshine of California.

"It wouldn't be so bad," I murmur to myself, the words a seed taking root. "A trip. A change of scenery." I don't have to stay on the farm. I could find a hotel nearby, something quiet and comfortable. I won't have to deal with the day-to-day running of the place and won't have to get my hands dirty. Just a quick visit, a chance to see what my mother loved so much, to understand why she chose it over me.

What about work? Can Richard manage everything on his own? I pause for a moment. He's never held down the fort solo before... Well, it's time for him to give it a shot. Tax season is mostly wrapped up, I’ll wait for another week, and he should handle the extension filings without any trouble after that.

I turn back to my desk and to the letter. Suddenly I’m thrilled by the adventure ahead. I’m going to take an unknown path and meet a stranger—who was more or less a distant family. I pick up the letter, feeling the rough paper beneath my fingertips. The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

And I, Gregory Taylor, am ready to take that step and to embark on that journey. Eagerly, I shut down the spreadsheet and launch the web browser. Even though it's been years since my last trip, I'm still familiar with booking a plane ticket online.

Harem Adventure Series by Kohen King

The Writer's Harem

A writer's dirty fantasies come true…

After James's neighbor, John leaves his family, James finds himself to be the center of three gorgeous women's attention. John's daughter Tessa and her friend Lizzy both want James to be their first and only. Linda, John's wife whom James has lusted over for years, isn't shy to display her affection for him either.

James has been a Don Juan all his life, but he wants the three women for more than a fling. He wants a family with not just one but all of them, and he will show the ladies he's got enough supply to make everyone happy!

The Lifeguard's Harem

One hot summer, two busty MILFs and a sexy virgin.

Kevin is an introvert and has never had a girlfriend before graduating from high school. But after he starts working as a lifeguard at a local gym, his life is about to change. It doesn't take Kevin long to fall head over heels for Brianna, a beautiful but aloof blonde girl of his age. Kevin asks her out and gets a humiliating scorn. Brianna's busty stepmom, Sandra witnesses the drama and offers to help Kevin win over the young woman by giving him a makeover. After giving Kevin the best haircut he's ever had, Sandra takes a step further and teaches him how to pleasure a woman. Before Kevin knows it, he's lost his virginity to the older woman. After that, Kevin's love life takes a dramatic turn. He not only gets to have Brianna, but also Nancy, Sandra's gorgeous sex therapist friend, and experiences role play and kinky sex with her. The three women's appetites are insatiable, and they compete for his attention and want him from all positions, front and behind, indoors and outdoors. Fortunately, the quiet young man is well-endowed and has inexhaustible reserves to meet their demands.

The Rancher's Harem

When Paul's compulsive gambler brother leaves for Vegas and neglects his family and business, Paul not only shoulders the burden of running their ranch alone, but also struggles with his long-hidden lust for his brother's wife Molly, a buxom blonde MILF and her daughter Laila. The two ladies' eagerness to please Paul makes it even harder for him to do the right thing.

As if he isn't facing enough challenges, Molly's stunning stripper friend Jackie, a busty dark-haired beauty, comes to work for Paul. The three gorgeous women are determined to not only assist Paul in running the ranch but also satisfy his sexual needs and put his virile seed to good use.

The ladies' enthusiasm convinces Paul that his luck has changed and his lonely days are about to end. It takes him little time to get used to the extravagant foursomes they indulge him with. The only thing left for Paul to do is come up with ways to take over the ranch entirely so he and his harem can live there happily ever after.

The Investor's Harem

When Bob promised his dying friend he would take care of the three women in his family, he didn't know what exactly he got himself into.

Now he not only finds himself responsible for saving John's breast implant company, but also in charge of the three gorgeous women's happiness. John's widow Helen is a stunning model who became famous with the very product made by John's company and Bob is one of her fans. John's older daughter Evelyn, a beautiful redhead and an intelligent medical student is determined to pursue her dad's unfinished dream but is unsure about a match her dad made for her. And last but not least, Lisa, a capricious blonde who's been close to Bob since she was little, demands Bob to take her V-card.

Will Bob be able to keep his promise while struggling with forbidden lust for not only one but all three women?

The Detective's Harem

Three seductresses and a lonely bachelor…

When Detective Mark Jackson agreed to solve a case involving the death of Bill Walker, a strip club owner, he had no idea he would be investigating three gorgeous women.

Walker's daughter Nora, a college sophomore, had been Mark's obsession and the reason he visited the local coffee shop where she worked every morning. Despite their age difference, Mark couldn't resist the obvious chemistry between them. And when the younger woman eagerly offered Mark her cherry, there was no way he could refuse her.

Riley, the top stripper at Walker's club, was a golden-skinned busty beauty no man could ever resist. The fact that Riley turned out to be Nora's best friend only made her more attractive. After an accidental voyeurism, in which Mark discovered the two women's amorous relationship, he found himself onboard a ship of threesome adventure.

Sophie, Walker's wife and Nora's stepmom, a blue-eyed beauty with auburn hair, was a living embodiment of Mark's teenage fantasies.  Needless to say, he fell for her at first sight, even though she was the prime suspect in the case. The sexy woman did not hide her interest in Mark either, and her blowjob seduction attempts put Mark's willpower on trial. 

The three women had distinct personalities, but they were closely bonded with one another, and they all had the hots for Mark. Mark cared for the feisty but vulnerable women just as much. The problem was, of course, they were all suspects. Could Mark put his lust aside and focus on work, or should he let go of his moral qualms and enjoy his luck with the ladies?

The Trainer's Harem

What are the chances you meet all three of your significant others on a single night?

The only reason Brad agrees to accompany his stepmom Camilla to a company party is because he's had a crush on the gorgeous dark-haired beauty since he was a teen. He has no idea the party will be a turning point in his life. He not only falls head over heels for Camilla's voluptuous blonde boss Stella, but is also captivated by Stella's daughter Olivia, a naughty brunette who isn't shy to display her passion publicly. Both the mother and daughter seem to be interested in Brad as well, even though both are also off-limits to him. Stella is getting engaged and Olivia has her eye on her mom's fiancé. As if Brad hadn't gotten enough tease, Camilla makes a surprising confession to him after the party, evoking his undying, hidden fantasies for her.

The Camper's Harem

Dan's divorce turns out to be the best thing that's ever happened to him.

Otherwise, he wouldn't find himself on an adventurous cross-country road trip, not to mention meeting three gorgeous women who worship him and vie for his attention. Dan is willing to give everything he has in order to settle for an idyllic life with the naughty brunette, the voluptuous redhead, and the sassy blonde virgin. But he must give up his six-figure job first and also deal with a jerk who thinks he owns the women. Is Dan up for the challenge? 

The Baker's Harem

When Max comes home to sell his dad's bakery, he doesn't expect the trip to take long, not to mention the adventures that await him.

Oak Springs isn't just a town stuck in time but a place that reminds Max of lost love. Twenty years ago, Sarah, Max's first girlfriend, left him for another man. Max has never gotten over her. Now, not only has Sarah returned to town, but she's also living in his house with Max's stepsister Elena and her daughter Mia. The three women, two gorgeous blondes and one fiery brunette, are determined to keep Max in their lives.

Will Max give up his high-paying IT job in a modern city and return home to a small town to become the head of an unconventional household?

Spa Resort Sisters

Getting a strip show and a hand job at a job interview?

Never in a million years did Alex dream of that. Nor did the pre-med student plan to become a masseur.

But the pay was generous, the boss was stunning, and the benefits were too good to believe. Besides, Alex didn't have many options, not when tons of student loan debt were waiting to be paid and his divorced parents had new families to care for. The job was a godsend if he could pass the trial period with plenty of challenges that tested his willpower besides skills. He had to learn new, exotic massage skills and control his lust when facing sexy and demanding customers at the exclusive spa resort. His boss believed that exposing him to many stimuli would help him quickly adapt to the new job. But would it work for Alex, an introvert who had never seen, let alone touched, a naked woman in real life?

The Walker’s Harem series: Books 1 to 3

Book 1

Getting fired isn't the end of the world.

At least not when your boss is a jerk, and you can find a better job. Losing a girlfriend can also be a blessing, especially if she's been cheating on you.

After both unfortunate events happen to Jeff on the same day, he turns over a new leaf and starts an adventure he hasn’t dreamed of. He takes jobs that his ex-girlfriend thinks beneath him, and he dates multiple women at the same time. Starting with his neighbor, a gorgeous brunette whom Jeff has had a crush on for a long time but hasn’t had the freedom to flirt with, and Julia, a beautiful blonde much older than Jeff who seems to love dogs more than men.

Book 2

Three drop-dead gorgeous women in three days…

Jeff puts his past behind him and starts a new life. The sizzling night with his sexy neighbor Sienna certainly helps. But he has barely had the time to indulge in his exhilarating relationship with Sienna when her protective friend Sarika enters the picture. The voluptuous, dark-haired beauty might be demanding, but she undoubtedly lusts over Jeff. The two temptresses open the door to an unconventional relationship Jeff has never dreamed of.

Meanwhile, Jeff’s attraction for Julia compels him to spy on the stunning blonde. And the discovery of the older woman’s secret draws him even closer to her.

Despite his incredible luck with women, Jeff isn’t ready to commit to any of them yet. The ladies, on the other hand, are eager to go steady with him. Jeff now faces a dilemma of choosing among his new-found love interests. Needless to say, he wants them all, but can they get along with one another?

Book 3

A pleasant surprise back home…

Jeff returns home to his family’s ranch and sees Vicky, his high school sweetheart, again. As Sienna predicted, his feelings for his first girlfriend haven’t gone away. The reunion only renews the longings that Jeff held back as a teenager, and he finds the new, sophisticated town veterinarian irresistible. On top of that, Vicky brought home a cowgirl as fiery as herself. Sky is a curvy blonde girl that has a body of a porn star and rides like a rodeo champ. Jeff is impressed by the woman after witnessing her barrel race in a bikini, but Sky’s hostile greeting sets an unpleasant tone between them. Jeff decides to stay away from the fierce cowgirl, but his attempt doesn’t last because everyone in his family expects him to team up with Sky to compete in the upcoming county rodeo.

During his stay, Jeff also realizes his love for the ranch and is tempted to take it over from his dad. But the decision will affect everyone’s future. Will his harem move to the ranch with him, and how will his family react to his unconventional relationship with multiple women?

The Donor’s Harem

When Mike signs up for sperm donation at an unorthodox fertility clinic, he has no idea what he has gotten himself into.

The nineteen-year-old college student desperately needs money after his father cuts him off. With only a part-time job at a gym that doesn't pay enough, Mike feels like he has no other options and would rather struggle financially than let his father control his life. Donating sperm has never been appealing to Mike, but he’s willing to give it a try.

However, when he meets the clinic’s owner Dr. Martha Smith, a fiery and sexy brunette passionate about her work, he starts to feel more confident about his decision to become a donor. Martha doesn’t hesitate to teach Mike what he needs to become successful in the job and she can’t wait to turn Mike into her top breeder…

Although excited about his new role as a sperm donor, Mike quickly learns that this clinic has some unique practices. Mike must give the clients his sperm the natural way, and he might need to give them more than his sperm…

Will Mike rise to the challenge and fulfill these unusual requirements? Or does he even have a choice in the matter?

Join Mike on his journey as he embarks on a new, unexpected mission to help women achieve their dreams of motherhood at this one-of-a-kind fertility clinic.

The Writer's Harem

A writer's dirty fantasies come true…

After James's neighbor, John leaves his family, James finds himself to be the center of three gorgeous women's attention. John's daughter Tessa and her friend Lizzy both want James to be their first and only. Linda, John's wife whom James has lusted over for years, isn't shy to display her affection for him either.

James has been a Don Juan all his life, but he wants the three women for more than a fling. He wants a family with not just one but all of them, and he will show the ladies he's got enough supply to make everyone happy!

The Lifeguard's Harem

One hot summer, two busty MILFs and a sexy virgin.

Kevin is an introvert and has never had a girlfriend before graduating from high school. But after he starts working as a lifeguard at a local gym, his life is about to change. It doesn't take Kevin long to fall head over heels for Brianna, a beautiful but aloof blonde girl of his age. Kevin asks her out and gets a humiliating scorn. Brianna's busty stepmom, Sandra witnesses the drama and offers to help Kevin win over the young woman by giving him a makeover. After giving Kevin the best haircut he's ever had, Sandra takes a step further and teaches him how to pleasure a woman. Before Kevin knows it, he's lost his virginity to the older woman. After that, Kevin's love life takes a dramatic turn. He not only gets to have Brianna, but also Nancy, Sandra's gorgeous sex therapist friend, and experiences role play and kinky sex with her. The three women's appetites are insatiable, and they compete for his attention and want him from all positions, front and behind, indoors and outdoors. Fortunately, the quiet young man is well-endowed and has inexhaustible reserves to meet their demands.

The Rancher's Harem

When Paul's compulsive gambler brother leaves for Vegas and neglects his family and business, Paul not only shoulders the burden of running their ranch alone, but also struggles with his long-hidden lust for his brother's wife Molly, a buxom blonde MILF and her daughter Laila. The two ladies' eagerness to please Paul makes it even harder for him to do the right thing.

As if he isn't facing enough challenges, Molly's stunning stripper friend Jackie, a busty dark-haired beauty, comes to work for Paul. The three gorgeous women are determined to not only assist Paul in running the ranch but also satisfy his sexual needs and put his virile seed to good use.

The ladies' enthusiasm convinces Paul that his luck has changed and his lonely days are about to end. It takes him little time to get used to the extravagant foursomes they indulge him with. The only thing left for Paul to do is come up with ways to take over the ranch entirely so he and his harem can live there happily ever after.

The Investor's Harem

When Bob promised his dying friend he would take care of the three women in his family, he didn't know what exactly he got himself into.

Now he not only finds himself responsible for saving John's breast implant company, but also in charge of the three gorgeous women's happiness. John's widow Helen is a stunning model who became famous with the very product made by John's company and Bob is one of her fans. John's older daughter Evelyn, a beautiful redhead and an intelligent medical student is determined to pursue her dad's unfinished dream but is unsure about a match her dad made for her. And last but not least, Lisa, a capricious blonde who's been close to Bob since she was little, demands Bob to take her V-card.

Will Bob be able to keep his promise while struggling with forbidden lust for not only one but all three women?

The Detective's Harem

Three seductresses and a lonely bachelor…

When Detective Mark Jackson agreed to solve a case involving the death of Bill Walker, a strip club owner, he had no idea he would be investigating three gorgeous women.

Walker's daughter Nora, a college sophomore, had been Mark's obsession and the reason he visited the local coffee shop where she worked every morning. Despite their age difference, Mark couldn't resist the obvious chemistry between them. And when the younger woman eagerly offered Mark her cherry, there was no way he could refuse her.

Riley, the top stripper at Walker's club, was a golden-skinned busty beauty no man could ever resist. The fact that Riley turned out to be Nora's best friend only made her more attractive. After an accidental voyeurism, in which Mark discovered the two women's amorous relationship, he found himself onboard a ship of threesome adventure.

Sophie, Walker's wife and Nora's stepmom, a blue-eyed beauty with auburn hair, was a living embodiment of Mark's teenage fantasies.  Needless to say, he fell for her at first sight, even though she was the prime suspect in the case. The sexy woman did not hide her interest in Mark either, and her blowjob seduction attempts put Mark's willpower on trial. 

The three women had distinct personalities, but they were closely bonded with one another, and they all had the hots for Mark. Mark cared for the feisty but vulnerable women just as much. The problem was, of course, they were all suspects. Could Mark put his lust aside and focus on work, or should he let go of his moral qualms and enjoy his luck with the ladies?

The Trainer's Harem

What are the chances you meet all three of your significant others on a single night?

The only reason Brad agrees to accompany his stepmom Camilla to a company party is because he's had a crush on the gorgeous dark-haired beauty since he was a teen. He has no idea the party will be a turning point in his life. He not only falls head over heels for Camilla's voluptuous blonde boss Stella, but is also captivated by Stella's daughter Olivia, a naughty brunette who isn't shy to display her passion publicly. Both the mother and daughter seem to be interested in Brad as well, even though both are also off-limits to him. Stella is getting engaged and Olivia has her eye on her mom's fiancé. As if Brad hadn't gotten enough tease, Camilla makes a surprising confession to him after the party, evoking his undying, hidden fantasies for her.

The Camper's Harem

Dan's divorce turns out to be the best thing that's ever happened to him.

Otherwise, he wouldn't find himself on an adventurous cross-country road trip, not to mention meeting three gorgeous women who worship him and vie for his attention. Dan is willing to give everything he has in order to settle for an idyllic life with the naughty brunette, the voluptuous redhead, and the sassy blonde virgin. But he must give up his six-figure job first and also deal with a jerk who thinks he owns the women. Is Dan up for the challenge? 

The Baker's Harem

When Max comes home to sell his dad's bakery, he doesn't expect the trip to take long, not to mention the adventures that await him.

Oak Springs isn't just a town stuck in time but a place that reminds Max of lost love. Twenty years ago, Sarah, Max's first girlfriend, left him for another man. Max has never gotten over her. Now, not only has Sarah returned to town, but she's also living in his house with Max's stepsister Elena and her daughter Mia. The three women, two gorgeous blondes and one fiery brunette, are determined to keep Max in their lives.

Will Max give up his high-paying IT job in a modern city and return home to a small town to become the head of an unconventional household?

Spa Resort Sisters

Getting a strip show and a hand job at a job interview?

Never in a million years did Alex dream of that. Nor did the pre-med student plan to become a masseur.

But the pay was generous, the boss was stunning, and the benefits were too good to believe. Besides, Alex didn't have many options, not when tons of student loan debt were waiting to be paid and his divorced parents had new families to care for. The job was a godsend if he could pass the trial period with plenty of challenges that tested his willpower besides skills. He had to learn new, exotic massage skills and control his lust when facing sexy and demanding customers at the exclusive spa resort. His boss believed that exposing him to many stimuli would help him quickly adapt to the new job. But would it work for Alex, an introvert who had never seen, let alone touched, a naked woman in real life?

The Walker’s Harem series: Books 1 to 3

Book 1

Getting fired isn't the end of the world.

At least not when your boss is a jerk, and you can find a better job. Losing a girlfriend can also be a blessing, especially if she's been cheating on you.

After both unfortunate events happen to Jeff on the same day, he turns over a new leaf and starts an adventure he hasn’t dreamed of. He takes jobs that his ex-girlfriend thinks beneath him, and he dates multiple women at the same time. Starting with his neighbor, a gorgeous brunette whom Jeff has had a crush on for a long time but hasn’t had the freedom to flirt with, and Julia, a beautiful blonde much older than Jeff who seems to love dogs more than men.

Book 2

Three drop-dead gorgeous women in three days…

Jeff puts his past behind him and starts a new life. The sizzling night with his sexy neighbor Sienna certainly helps. But he has barely had the time to indulge in his exhilarating relationship with Sienna when her protective friend Sarika enters the picture. The voluptuous, dark-haired beauty might be demanding, but she undoubtedly lusts over Jeff. The two temptresses open the door to an unconventional relationship Jeff has never dreamed of.

Meanwhile, Jeff’s attraction for Julia compels him to spy on the stunning blonde. And the discovery of the older woman’s secret draws him even closer to her.

Despite his incredible luck with women, Jeff isn’t ready to commit to any of them yet. The ladies, on the other hand, are eager to go steady with him. Jeff now faces a dilemma of choosing among his new-found love interests. Needless to say, he wants them all, but can they get along with one another?

Book 3

A pleasant surprise back home…

Jeff returns home to his family’s ranch and sees Vicky, his high school sweetheart, again. As Sienna predicted, his feelings for his first girlfriend haven’t gone away. The reunion only renews the longings that Jeff held back as a teenager, and he finds the new, sophisticated town veterinarian irresistible. On top of that, Vicky brought home a cowgirl as fiery as herself. Sky is a curvy blonde girl that has a body of a porn star and rides like a rodeo champ. Jeff is impressed by the woman after witnessing her barrel race in a bikini, but Sky’s hostile greeting sets an unpleasant tone between them. Jeff decides to stay away from the fierce cowgirl, but his attempt doesn’t last because everyone in his family expects him to team up with Sky to compete in the upcoming county rodeo.

During his stay, Jeff also realizes his love for the ranch and is tempted to take it over from his dad. But the decision will affect everyone’s future. Will his harem move to the ranch with him, and how will his family react to his unconventional relationship with multiple women?

The Donor’s Harem

When Mike signs up for sperm donation at an unorthodox fertility clinic, he has no idea what he has gotten himself into.

The nineteen-year-old college student desperately needs money after his father cuts him off. With only a part-time job at a gym that doesn't pay enough, Mike feels like he has no other options and would rather struggle financially than let his father control his life. Donating sperm has never been appealing to Mike, but he’s willing to give it a try.

However, when he meets the clinic’s owner Dr. Martha Smith, a fiery and sexy brunette passionate about her work, he starts to feel more confident about his decision to become a donor. Martha doesn’t hesitate to teach Mike what he needs to become successful in the job and she can’t wait to turn Mike into her top breeder…

Although excited about his new role as a sperm donor, Mike quickly learns that this clinic has some unique practices. Mike must give the clients his sperm the natural way, and he might need to give them more than his sperm…

Will Mike rise to the challenge and fulfill these unusual requirements? Or does he even have a choice in the matter?

Join Mike on his journey as he embarks on a new, unexpected mission to help women achieve their dreams of motherhood at this one-of-a-kind fertility clinic.
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