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CHAPTER 1
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I’M DRIVING ALONG the coast road with the afternoon sun breaking into bright, fractured patterns. It's a Tuesday in early October, and the air coming through my cracked window carries the salt and seaweed smell of the Pacific.

Ten minutes from Seaview Villas to Gabby's beachfront house, and I'm spending every one of them wondering why I finally agreed to this badminton match with her daughter. For weeks, I've managed to delay Emma's so-called "interview," but her persistence outmatched my excuses. Now I'm heading straight for it, racket in the backseat, dressed for sport, and undeniably nervous.

The water to my right shimmers like liquid mercury, rippling with each passing breeze. Sailboats dot the horizon, their white triangles stark against the blue. It's beautiful, but I barely notice. My mind keeps drifting to Gabby. With my feelings for her growing deeper, I no longer have any valid excuse not to visit her house, which means I can't avoid Emma any longer. The girl was resolute in her demand to "interview" me through badminton, of all things.

I turn onto Gabby's street, a quiet lane of upscale homes with the beach just beyond them. Her house is smaller than some of its neighbors but still impressive: modern with large windows, a stone facade, and a patio that faces the ocean. I park in the driveway and sit for a moment, gathering myself. I'm early—intentionally so. I wanted extra time with Gabby before Emma whisks me away to whatever test she's concocted.

Leaving my gym bag and racket in the passenger seat, I head to the front door. My heart does a little skip as I press the doorbell, and I realize how much I've missed seeing Gabby in person. We've mostly communicated by phone these past weeks, discussing the translation of my book. But what stays with me, vivid and visceral, is our last encounter in my storage room. The memory feels like yesterday: her lips on mine, her body pressed against me among dusty books. It was bizarre and unexpected, like a scene lifted straight from one of Anya's novels.

Anya, of course, hasn't let me forget it. "So you finally made a move," she teased last week over coffee. "I'd like to experience that impulsive Walter Haines sometime." I laughed it off, careful not to remind her of the quickie in her bathroom during her housewarming party.

The door swings open, and there stands Gabby in a blue dress that fits her like it was painted onto her body. My mouth goes dry.

"Walter," she says, her face brightening. "You look... wow. Like a professional athlete."

I chuckle, suddenly conscious of my outfit: navy blue shorts that show more leg than I've displayed publicly in years, a white polo shirt that's snug across my shoulders, and actual athletic shoes instead of my usual worn loafers.

"Hardly," I say. "More like a middle-aged man pretending he remembers how to play sports."

She steps forward and hugs me. I return the embrace, breathing in her citrusy scent, before giving her a quick peck on the cheek. It's painfully chaste compared to what I want to do.

"Come in," she says. "Emma's still getting ready upstairs. She'll be down soon."

I follow her through the entryway into a living room with windows overlooking the ocean. The space is airy and bright, decorated in blues and whites. She gestures to the couch, and I sit.

"Can I get you something to drink?" she asks.

"Water would be great, thanks."

She brings me a glass, then sits beside me, closer than strictly necessary. Our knees almost touch.

"So," she says, her eyes twinkling, "are you ready for your big test?"

"As ready as I'll ever be. Though I still don't understand why your daughter needs to 'interview' me with a badminton racket."

Gabby laughs. "Emma has her own way of doing things. She's protective of me."

"I've noticed."

"Would you be interested in dinner after?" she asks. "Just us, once you're done with Emma?"

"Of course," I say, then add with a grin, "assuming I pass whatever evaluation she has in store. What happens if I fail?"

Gabby tilts her head. "Let's hope we don't have to find out."

Before she can elaborate, we hear footsteps on the stairs. I look up and see a pair of tan, impossibly long legs first, followed by what can only generously be called a tennis skirt—it's more like a wide belt and it barely covers her hips. Above that is a tight polo shirt that stretches over her curves. Emma's brown hair is pulled back in a high ponytail, emphasizing her face: bright hazel eyes, full lips, high cheekbones.

I suck in a breath. I'd forgotten how beautiful she is. No, that's not true. I remember perfectly well. I just don't let myself think about it because the appreciation makes me feel guilty. She's a teenager, for God's sake. Well, college freshman, but still.

"Sorry to keep you waiting," Emma says, bouncing down the last few steps.

"No problem," I reply, standing up. Almost immediately, her eyes sweep over me, widening slightly.

"Wow," she mutters. "You look..."

"I look what?" I ask when she doesn't finish.

Emma shrugs, a faint smile tugging at her lips. "Nothing. Different. Not an author, for sure."

My cheeks warm. She said something similar last time, commenting on my "athletic" build. I glance at Gabby, who watches us with a knowing smile but offers no comment.

"Ready to go?" I ask, clearing my throat.

"Yep." Emma grabs a racket and a small duffel bag from the floor near the staircase. The racket gleams under the lights, pristine and clearly new.

"Is that a new racket?" I ask.

"Yeah," Gabby answers. "We ordered it online a few days ago."

"I got mine from Big 5 last night," I admit. "Hadn't owned one since college."

The three of us walk toward the front door. As we step outside, Gabby touches Emma's arm.

"Have fun, sweetheart," she says. "And don't try too hard."

While I'm still puzzling over what that means, Emma responds, "Okay Mom, I promise I'll be easy on him."

Right. The "interview." I curse silently. This isn't just a friendly game; it's some kind of test. I follow Emma to my car, watching as she stops short, examining my vehicle with obvious disappointment.

“This is your car?” she says, frowning at my maroon Honda Accord.

I feel a flush of defensiveness. I’m aware that it’s ancient, but I’m reluctant to change it because it’s the first and only car I’ve purchased new, shortly after I got my teaching job at Whitman. It’s fifteen years old, sure, but I’ve maintained it meticulously. The paint still shines, the interior is spotless, and it runs perfectly. I’ve replaced parts before they could wear out, changed the oil religiously, and even had the upholstery redone last year.

“Yes,” I answer. “What’s wrong with it?”

Emma shrugs. “Nothing. I just thought a landlord would drive a Lexus at least.”

My heart sinks a little. I forget how young she is, how much appearance matters at her age. Most of the men her mother dated before me must have driven something flashy and expensive.

“Sorry to disappoint,” I say lightly. “Does this mean I’ve already failed the interview? Or are you still willing to get in?”

She huffs out a quiet laugh and reaches for the door handle. “Let’s go. You’re not off the hook yet.”

I glance back at the house to see Gabby watching us from the doorway. She gives a little wave, and I wave back before sliding into my modest, entirely un-Lexus-like car.

We get in my car and I turn the key in the ignition. "Where are we going?" I ask as the engine hums to life. "You said you reserved a court somewhere?"

Emma puts on her seatbelt and tells me it's at Del Mar Park on Del Mar Drive.

I nod, recalling the small community park. I've been there once, walking along its trails, but don't remember seeing any badminton courts. It's only a few minutes away, though, so we'll be there soon enough.

We sit in silence for a minute as I pull out of Gabby's driveway and turn onto Rose Avenue. The quiet feels heavy, and I clear my throat to break it.

"So," I say, "how exactly are you going to test me? What counts as passing or failing? Are we playing a match? Do I have to win?"

Emma turns to me with a smile that reminds me of the Mona Lisa. "You'll find out soon enough."

Great. Cryptic teenager speak. Just what I need.

We arrive at Del Mar Park in less than five minutes. It's a small but charming space, with winding paths, scattered picnic tables, and a spectacular view of the Pacific. A few dog walkers and joggers dot the landscape, but it's relatively quiet for a weekday afternoon. The sun hangs low enough to cast long shadows across the grass.

I park along the street and we grab our bags and rackets. Emma leads the way confidently, as if she's been here a hundred times before. We follow a narrow path past a playground until the court comes into view, nestled in a somewhat secluded area.

I frown as I realize it's an outdoor court. Not ideal for badminton, especially this close to the ocean where breezes can kick up without warning. The shuttlecock is so light that even a gentle wind can send it careening off course. But I suppose beggars can't be choosers, and we're not exactly heading for the Olympics here.

The court is completely deserted except for a few pigeons pecking at something near the fence. They scatter as we approach.

"Doesn't look like it's a popular sport," Emma comments as we head for a bench near the court.

"No it isn’t," I say, setting down my duffel bag. "And it's a shame. It's actually quite challenging and fun when you get into it."

Emma nods absently and pulls her racket from its cover. The sun glints off its pristine surface. I extract mine too, a modest but functional model that the sporting goods clerk assured me would be "perfect for a recreational player."

"Ready?" she asks, bouncing slightly on her toes.

"Sure," I reply, stepping onto the court. "Do you want to warm up a bit first?"

She shrugs. "Let's just play."

I take position on one side of the net while she stands on the other, racket held awkwardly in front of her. I serve gently, sending the shuttlecock in a high, easy arc toward her. Emma swings wildly, missing it by at least a foot. The shuttlecock lands softly on the court beside her.

"Oops," she giggles.

I serve again with the same result. On her third miss, I notice something odd: her stance, her grip on the racket, the way she's tracking the shuttlecock with her eyes... it's all wrong.

"Have you played badminton before?" I ask.

She looks momentarily flustered. "Not really. This is actually the first time I'm playing a match. But I'll be fine," she adds quickly. "I play tennis regularly."

"The sports are pretty different," I point out. "The shuttlecock doesn't bounce, for one thing. And the racket is lighter, so you need to use your wrist more."

“Well, then it’s your chance to teach me.” She smiles brightly. “You used to be a PE teacher, right?”

I curse silently. She either remembers the details incorrectly or twists the facts intentionally. I told her I had substituted for the PE teachers while working as an English teacher. But I let it slide, suddenly understanding that whatever game we’re playing here, it isn’t badminton.

"Alright," I say, walking toward the net. "Let me show you the basic grip."

For the next ten minutes, I patiently explain the fundamentals: how to hold the racket, how to serve underhand, how to position herself to receive. I had taken the time the night before to refresh my own memory, watching a few instructional videos and running through the basics in my head. I hadn’t played since college, and I didn’t want to rely on instinct alone.

Emma listens attentively, nodding and asking questions that suggest she’s taking this seriously. But there’s something in her eyes, a glint of amusement, perhaps, that makes me wonder what’s really going on.

We begin to play for real, and despite her complete lack of experience, Emma shows no signs of embarrassment or defeat when she misses shots. Her confidence is impressive, bordering on baffling. She simply laughs, adjusts her stance, and tries again.

"See, in tennis," she explains after missing a particularly easy return, "I'd hit that with a backhand. But the shuttlecock comes at you so differently."

"It's all about anticipation," I say. "You have to read where it's going and get in position early."

She nods, eyes narrowing in concentration. On the next serve, she actually manages to hit it back over the net. Her face lights up with genuine delight.

"I did it!"

I return her shot easily, but the fact that we're actually rallying now feels like progress. She misses the next one, but connects with the one after that. She's a fast learner.

I win the first game easily, 21–6. I don’t push every point, letting the rallies stretch longer than they need to. As we take a break, drinking water on the bench, I tease her gently.

“Maybe we should stop. I’m clearly going to win this interview of yours.”

Emma looks at me and smirks. “It’s too early to tell, Coach.”

Something about her confidence makes me uneasy. What is she up to?


CHAPTER 2
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We start our second set, and I immediately notice that the sea breeze has picked up. It rustles through the nearby trees and, more problematically, through Emma's impossibly short skirt. The fabric flutters upward, giving me glimpses of pink underwear beneath. I look away quickly, but not before heat rises to my face.

I serve, and while my eyes are trained on the shuttlecock, they keep wanting to drift back to Emma. She moves across the court gracefully, her long legs flashing in the sunlight. I miss an easy return, too distracted by another skirt flutter.

"Point for me!" she calls cheerfully.

I shake my head, forcing myself to focus. This isn't right. She's a student, barely out of high school. And her mother, the woman I'm actually interested in, might become my girlfriend. I need to get it together.

With a deep breath, I get a hold of myself and force my eyes back to the court, ignoring the way her skirt flutters every time she moves. Focus, Haines.

I win the next point. Then another.

Emma groans when the shuttlecock clips the net and drops helplessly on her side. “Ugh,” she mutters, giving it a small kick before picking it up and tossing it back to me.

I step into position to serve.

“Wait,” she says suddenly. “Just a minute.”

She fans herself dramatically. “It’s getting way too hot.”

Before I can respond, she strolls over to the bench and slips off her polo shirt. When she turns back toward me, I nearly lose my grip on the racket.

She’s wearing a sports bra, sleek and fitted, dipping lower in the middle than it has any right to.

I curse under my breath.

She notices, of course. Her lips twitch as she walks back onto the court, eyes bright with mischief. “What?” she asks innocently. “Game on, Coach.”

I swallow and lift my racket. So this is how she plans to play it. Despite the voice in my head urging me to concentrate, and despite my attempts to comply, I can't help but notice her full breasts jiggling beneath the sports bra, seeming ready to burst free from their constraints.

I start to lose points again. By the break, I’m only two points ahead. I rush to the park restroom, splash water on my face, and deliver a stern pep talk to the man staring back at me.

When I step back onto the court, she’s watching me with that same Mona Lisa smile.

I win the next few points through sheer determination, but then Emma announces she needs to use the restroom. She jogs off toward the park facilities, her ponytail bouncing behind her. I use the break to compose myself, practicing my serves against the empty court.

When she returns a few minutes later, something seems different, though I can't immediately place what it is. We resume play, and with the next gust of wind, I understand exactly what's changed. As her skirt blows upward, I catch sight not of pink underwear, but of bare buttocks, tan and perfectly rounded.

I gasp involuntarily, missing my shot completely. The shuttlecock lands at my feet, untouched.

"Another point for me!" Emma sings out.

I glance around frantically, making sure no one else is watching this inappropriate display. The park remains mercifully empty in our corner. I step closer to the net, lowering my voice.

"What are you doing?" I hiss.

Emma widens her eyes innocently. "What do you mean?"

"You know exactly what I mean."

Her lips curve into a playful smile. "It's part of the test. Do you still want to play?" She tilts her head. "Or are you afraid?"

I bristle at the challenge. I'm not going to let this... this teenager manipulate me. But I'm also not going to forfeit whatever bizarre test this is. If nothing else, my pride won't allow it.

"Let's play," I say tersely, returning to my position.

The breeze continues to build, a steady wind now coming off the ocean. And with maddening regularity, it keeps lifting Emma's skirt, teasing me with glimpses of her bare skin. I lose point after point, my concentration shattered every time she moves or turns or reaches for a shot.

By the end of the game, I’ve lost 18–21, and I’m cursing silently.

Emma lets out a small, satisfied laugh and lifts both arms in mock triumph, racket still in hand. “Wow,” she says. “Guess the interview’s not over after all.”

She does a quick, exaggerated bow in my direction before grinning at me. “Good game, Coach.”

She planned this, I realize. She probably checked the weather report, knew the afternoon winds would pick up, and chose an outdoor court deliberately. This isn’t an interview. It’s an ambush.

We're in the last game now, and I'm determined not to let Emma's antics distract me. I focus on the shuttlecock with laser precision, tuning out the rhythmic bounce beneath her sports bra and the occasional flash of bare skin when the wind lifts her skirt. My strategy works. I win the first three points easily, keeping my eyes locked on the game rather than my opponent.

Emma seems frustrated, her movements becoming more aggressive, more desperate. She lunges for shots she'd previously let go, grunts with effort as she swings, and even lets out little cries of disappointment when she misses. I almost feel bad for her. Almost.

"Four-zero," I announce after another successful rally. The score seems to ignite something in Emma. Her eyes narrow, her jaw sets, and she crouches lower, ready for my serve.

I send the shuttlecock high and deep, a challenging but fair serve. Emma backpedals quickly, eyes locked upward. She swings her racket in a wild arc just as her foot lands awkwardly on the court's edge. There's a small cry, then she's down, clutching her ankle, racket clattering beside her.

"Emma!" I rush to her side, badminton forgotten. "Are you okay?"

She grimaces, her hand wrapped around her right ankle. "It hurts," she says, her voice tight with pain.

"Can you move it?" I ask, kneeling beside her.

She rotates her foot slightly and winces. "A little. I don't think it's broken, just sprained."

"Let me help you to the bench." I slip an arm around her waist and help her stand. She leans heavily against me, her body warm and soft against mine as we limp toward the bench. I'm acutely aware of her bare thigh pressed against my side, the subtle scent of her shampoo. It's distracting, but my concern overrides any inappropriate thoughts.

Once seated, Emma stretches her leg out with another wince. "Would you mind...?" she asks, gesturing to her ankle. "Maybe massage it a little? It might help."

I hesitate. This feels like crossing a line, but her expression is so pained, so hopeful. And what kind of jerk refuses to help an injured person?

"Sure," I say, sitting beside her. I carefully lift her leg and place it on my lap, aware of how intimate this feels. Her skin is smooth and warm under my fingers as I begin to gently massage around her ankle.

"Is this helping?" I ask.

She closes her eyes. "Mmm, yes."

I continue the circular motions, trying to keep my touch clinical and appropriate. But then Emma moans, a sound so sensual it sends heat rushing to my face. And lower.

"That feels so good," she murmurs.

I swallow hard, focusing intently on her ankle and not the length of her leg, or how the movement makes her skirt ride up even further. Her eyes are half-closed, watching me through thick lashes. There's something in her gaze, amusement or triumph, that makes me wonder if she's really hurt at all.

"Is it feeling any better?" I ask.

"A little," she says. "But while you're at it, maybe you could massage my calf too? It's also really tight."

I hesitate again. This is definitely crossing a line. But I've already started, and refusing now would seem callous. With reluctance that's not entirely genuine, I move my hands upward, kneading the firm muscles of her calf.

Emma sighs contentedly, then shifts position, spreading her legs slightly. The movement offers me a clear view between her thighs, and I quickly avert my gaze, though not before registering the intimate details. My face burns, and I focus intensely on a nearby tree, a passing cloud, anything but the young woman whose leg I'm massaging.

"Higher," Emma suggests. "My whole leg hurts now."

I reach her knee, unsure whether to continue. She nods encouragingly, so I reluctantly work my way up her thigh, keeping my touch as professional as possible. But it's impossible to ignore the softness of her skin, the warmth radiating from her body.

As I massage, Emma shifts again, her foot brushing against my inner thigh. It has to be deliberate. I freeze, but she just smiles innocently, then does it again, this time rubbing her foot slowly against my leg.

"What are you doing?" I ask, my voice strained.

She giggles, a light, musical sound. "Nothing."

"Why are you laughing?"

Emma nudges her chin toward my lap, where my shorts are doing a poor job of concealing my body's reaction to her touch. "You've got a tent."

I curse and stop my massage immediately, standing up so quickly that her leg falls from my lap. "You're doing this on purpose, aren't you?" I ask, ignoring her yelp.

She doesn't deny it. "You're right. It's part of the test."

"Okay, fair enough," I say, running a hand through my hair in frustration. "I think we should go home now."

Emma doesn't move from the bench. "I'm not faking the injury, though. My ankle really does hurt. I can't walk to the car."

I look at her skeptically.

"You'll have to carry me," she continues. "Or give me a piggyback ride."

Of all the ridiculous... But her ankle does look swollen, and if she really is hurt, I can't just leave her here. With a resigned sigh, I gather our bags and hand them to her. And then I turn around and crouch in front of the bench.

"Climb on," I say.

Emma slings our bags over her shoulders, then wraps her arms around my neck and hoists herself onto my back. Immediately, I know I've made a terrible mistake. Her body presses against mine, her breath warm against my ear, her thighs gripping my sides. I can feel every curve through our thin layers of clothing.

"Put your hands under my hips," she instructs. "For support."

God help me. I slide my hands under her, trying to touch as little as possible while still keeping her secure. It's an exercise in futility. Her bottom rests directly on my palms, firm and round.

The walk to the parking lot feels endless. Each step brings a small bounce, a subtle friction that tests my resolve. What was I thinking, agreeing to play badminton with this girl? Was I that desperate to date Gabby?

No, I remind myself. I agreed because Emma wouldn't let me off the hook. Her persistence wore down my resistance until I simply gave in.

"This is nice," Emma says close to my ear. "I want to stay on your back longer."

"Do you do this often?" I ask through gritted teeth. "Make men give you piggyback rides?"

"No, actually. Almost never. Maybe once or twice when I was a child." Her voice softens. "My dad wasn't an affectionate type. I always envied other kids when I saw them on their daddies' backs."

The statement catches me off guard, a glimpse of vulnerability I wasn't expecting. For a moment, Emma isn't the confident tease, but a young woman with her own hurts and disappointments.

We reach my car at last, lingering beside it as Emma seems reluctant to get down. Finally, she sighs and slides off my back. I open the passenger door for her and help her inside, relieved to have some distance between us.

Before starting the engine, I turn to her. “So, did I fail your test?”

“Why?” she asks, stifling a smile. “Because of your pants tent?”

Damn. I roll my eyes. “I was thinking it was because I didn’t win the match.”

She laughs merrily, clearly reveling in my embarrassment. “Not yet,” she replies. “You could still pass if you answer a few questions.”

I chuckle despite myself. "Sure. Why not?"

As I pull away from the curb, Emma shifts in her seat to face me.

“Why do you want to date my mom?” she asks, serious now. “Is it because she’s translating your book for free?”

The accusation lands harder than I expect.

“Of course not,” I say. “I like your mom.”

“Why?” she presses.

The question is direct, but fair. I consider it carefully.

“She’s beautiful, obviously,” I begin. “But more than that, she’s intelligent, thoughtful, and generous. She understands my work in ways most people don’t. She challenges me. And I can’t seem to get enough of her laugh.”

“Wow,” she murmurs. After a moment’s silence, she speaks again, “Will you be faithful to her?”

I pause, caught off guard by the question. “It depends on what you mean by faithful. Your mom made it clear she doesn’t expect exclusivity.”

"Really?" Emma frowns slight. "Okay. What about honesty, then? My mom was hurt when my dad wasn't honest with her. That's what matters most."

"Of course," I say without hesitation. "I will always be honest with her."

We pull into Gabby's driveway, and I park the car. Before Emma can attempt to open her door, I hurry around to the passenger side, ready to help her. But to my astonishment, she's already out and standing on both feet, walking normally.

My jaw drops. "You were faking?"

“Just a little.” She grins, completely unrepentant. "Guess what? You passed. You can date my mom now."

I grunt, a mixture of annoyance and reluctant admiration. The girl is devious, I'll give her that.

As we approach, Gabby opens the front door. The house smells of roast chicken and herbs. “Welcome back! How were the games?” she asks, smiling warmly.

"Great," Emma replies cheerfully. "I really enjoyed it. Walter's agreed to play with me regularly."

I open my mouth to protest, then close it again. What's the point? Somehow, I've been maneuvered into regular badminton dates with a teenager who seems determined to torture me.

“Dinner’s almost ready,” Gabby tells me, her hand brushing mine briefly. “And Anya’s going to join us too.”

Of course. Anya is going to enjoy hearing Emma brag about her little manipulation.

But Emma surprises me with her next announcement. “I need a shower,” she says. “And I’m late for a study group on campus. We have an exam tomorrow.”

She heads for the stairs, apparently having forgotten all about her “injury.”

As she disappears upstairs, Gabby steps closer to me. "So, how did it really go?" she asks quietly.

I look into her eyes, those bright hazel eyes that make my heart skip, and decide that some details are better left unshared.

"Let's just say your daughter is very... determined."

Gabby laughs. “That she is. Come on in. The bathroom’s down the hall if you want to freshen up before we eat.”

I thank her and follow her inside, wondering what the evening will bring.
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Anya arrives ten minutes later, right on cue.

I hear her voice before I see her, bright and unmistakable, drifting in from the front entry as Gabby goes to answer the door. There’s a quick burst of laughter, the sound of a hug, and then footsteps.

“Smells incredible in here,” Anya says, appearing in the doorway to the living room.

Her dark blonde hair is pulled into a half-up ponytail. She wears a silky blouse tucked into a pencil skirt. I wonder whether she’s come straight from work, and how many young minds she’s left dazzled in her wake.

Her eyes land on me immediately, and her mouth curves into a knowing smile. “Well. If it isn’t the man of the hour.”

I resist the urge to sigh. “Good evening to you too.”

She looks me over with open curiosity — slow, deliberate. “So. The sporty look is for Emma, I assume? You survived?”

“Barely,” I say.

Anya laughs and turns to Gabby. “I told you he’d be interesting.”

Gabby shakes her head. “You’re both impossible. Dinner’s almost ready. Wine?”

“Yes, please,” Anya says without hesitation. Then she looks at me. “You look like you could use a glass.”

Before I can respond, footsteps sound on the stairs. Emma appears at the top landing, freshly showered, hair still damp and brushed straight. She’s changed into jeans and a soft sweater, a canvas tote slung over one shoulder, neat and unmistakably student-like. It’s hard to connect her with the naughty girl who teased me earlier.

“I’m heading out,” she announces.

Gabby looks up from the kitchen doorway. “Already? Aren’t you hungry?”

Emma shakes her head. “Not really. We’re probably going to grab pizza after studying.”

Anya raises an eyebrow. “Responsible.”

Emma smiles. “We have an exam tomorrow.”

She starts down the stairs, pausing only to lean in and kiss her mother’s cheek. Her gaze flicks to me, quick and knowing.

“I’ve done enough damage for one day,” she says lightly. “He passed.”

Passed what goes politely unexplored. Emma heads for the door, slipping on her shoes with practiced ease.

“Be safe,” Gabby says.

“I will,” Emma replies. “Don’t wait up.”

The door closes behind her.

Anya turns slowly back to me, wineglass now in hand. “Passed,” she repeats. “That sounds ominous.”

I accept the glass Gabby offers me. “I’m beginning to think I should have asked for a rubric.”

Anya laughs, delighted. “Welcome to the course.”

Gabby clears her throat. “All right. Enough. Let’s eat before the pasta overcooks.”

The kitchen isn’t large, but it’s spacious enough for a small family. A glass door opens to the backyard, which is lined with cypress trees. A kidney-shaped pool with blue water shimmers in the evening light.

“This is nice,” I say. I didn’t notice the pool the last time I was here. “Want a dip after dinner?” Gabby asks.

I consider it for a minute. “Thanks, but I don’t have my swimwear.”

“You don’t need any,” Anya says with a playful smile. “You can skinny-dip.”

I chuckle. “That wouldn’t be appropriate.”

“We don’t mind at all,” Anya says. “We’ve seen you, Walter, and we like what we’ve seen.”

I shake my head. Incorrigible woman. “What about the neighbors?” I ask.

Gabby scoffs. “No one can see. It’s very private. And no one cares.”

I’m tempted for a second, but I shake my head. “Next time,” I say. “I’ll bring swim trunks.”

“Okay, suit yourself,” Gabby says as we sit down at the dining table.

The roast chicken sits between us, its skin golden and crackling, herbs nestled in every fold. I take a bite and close my eyes. The meat is tender, falling off the bone, and the herbs bloom across my tongue. A small sound escapes me before I can stop it.

"This is incredible," I tell Gabby, who sits across from me at the dining table. "Better than any French restaurant in town."

Gabby smiles, pushing a strand of dark hair behind her ear. "It's my grandmother's recipe. Simple but effective."

"I'll never get tired of it," Anya says beside me, twirling pasta around her fork. The soft light catches in her blonde waves. "I could eat this every day."

"Well, you had your chance," Gabby replies with a playful smirk. "I offered you the spare room, but you chose to stay with Walter instead." Her eyes flick between us, knowing and amused.

Anya and I exchange glances. There's a moment of silence filled only by the clink of silverware against china.

"Sorry," Anya says finally, not sounding sorry at all.

Gabby laughs and waves her hand. "It's okay. I'm not mad. I understand." She takes a sip of her wine, her gaze settling on me over the rim of her glass. "In fact, I probably would have made the same choice if I were Anya."

I focus intently on cutting my chicken into precise squares, pretending I don't understand the subtext swimming around us. The pasta suddenly requires my complete attention.

"Speaking of living arrangements," Anya says, turning toward me, "when will Unit 2 be ready at Seaview Villas?"

I look up from my meticulous food arrangement. "Why? Are you thinking of moving again?"

She laughs, a sound like wind chimes. "No, but Charlotte seems to want her own apartment."

"Can she afford it?" I ask, remembering what Charlotte said about the unit being too expensive for her.

Anya shrugs, her gray eyes thoughtful. "I'm not sure. Probably not. Her new job doesn't pay that well yet." She leans closer, her shoulder brushing mine. "Could you give her a discount?"

“Of course,” I say. “Why didn’t she ask me? Should I talk to her?"

“Better not,” Anya says. “I’ll tell her myself. I don’t know how serious and I don’t want her to think that I want her to move.”

I nod. “Okay, just tell her to let me know if she’s interested.”

"If Charlotte wants," Gabby interjects, "she can also rent a room here." She gestures to the spacious beach house around us. "I have that spare room, the one I was going to rent to you, Anya. I might be able to offer a cheaper rent than Walter's one-room apartment."

"I'll tell her about it," Anya says, "but I doubt Charlotte wants to live away from Seaview Villas either."

The two women exchange another knowing smile. I keep my silence and reach for my wine glass, taking a long sip. The Cabernet is rich and smooth, warming my throat.

"The complex seems like such a lovely community," Gabby says. "Tell me about the other tenants."

Anya brightens. "Oh, Edwin and Alan, my neighbors in Unit 4, are wonderful. They're always sharing baking recipes and bringing us extra food."

"They make an excellent sourdough," I add. "And their chocolate chip cookies are dangerous."

"What about your old neighbors, the ones with the baby?" Gabby asks Anya. “Do they still live there?"

I set down my glass. "David and Lisa. They're actually planning to move. They gave me their thirty-day notice last week."

"Really? Why?" Anya asks.

“They say they can’t stand Hailey’s dog. Hercules is quite the barker. He announces anyone who passes through the courtyard.”

Anya laughs, almost spitting out her wine. “This is very funny.” She composes herself. “I don’t mean to be mean, but I need to thank Hercules for helping me with my revenge on David.”

“Oh, but this is mean,” I say, teasing her, even though I know David could have been more considerate about managing the baby’s crying.

Anya rolls her eyes and changes the topic. "Speaking of Hailey," she says. "I like those sisters, especially Hailey. What does she do for a living? She never seems to leave the house."

I hesitate, twirling my wine glass by its stem. "From what I know, she's a writer. Like you."

Anya's eyebrows lift with interest. "What does she write?"

"I'm not entirely sure," I say carefully, "but you could ask her yourself. Both Hailey and Madison are fans of your books. They're dying to meet you." I take another sip of wine. "Madison actually begged me to introduce them to the author of 'Winds of Desire' after seeing a copy in my apartment. I didn't tell her it was you, but I agreed to try to fulfill her wish."

Anya's face lights up. "Sure, you could invite them to my unit for coffee on Saturday."

"Thanks. The sisters will be thrilled,” I say, already imagining the look on their faces. “You know what? Let’s do it at my place."

“That would be even better,” Anya says. “Should I bring Charlotte?”

“Sure, if she wants to join.”

The chocolate mousse arrives in small crystal bowls, dark and glossy under the dining room lights. I dip my spoon into the silky surface, savoring the rich bitterness against the sweetness of the wine. As I swallow, Anya sets her spoon down with purpose, her eyes finding mine. I recognize that look. She has questions, and I'm not going to like them.

"So," she begins, "how do you feel about our progress on your book?"

I relax slightly. A safer topic than I'd feared. The ladies have emailed me bits of their translations. "I'm flattered you're both taking the time."

"It's our pleasure," Anya says, her accent caressing the words. "I've finished translating the first four chapters into Russian. The language flows beautifully with your story."

"And I'm halfway through my French translation," Gabby adds. "Your prose is surprisingly challenging to capture, but I'm enjoying it."

I feel a flush of pride. "Father Who Got Away" isn't likely to make bestseller lists, but having it translated makes it feel more real, more legitimate.

"I particularly love the part about Eric staying with his father during the summers," Gabby says, leaning forward. "It's interesting to see how he not only forgives his dad but actually feels closer to him during that time."

I nod, enjoying the spark of interest in her eyes. "It's because his dad spent more time with him then than when he was married to Eric's mom."

"So you were talking about yourself?" Gabby asks, spooning a perfect curl of mousse into her mouth.

I laugh, suddenly self-conscious. "It's more or less a memoir pretending to be fiction. I thought we established that."

Anya wriggles her eyebrows. "So does that mean the one-night stand between Eric and Shanna was also non-fictional?"

My spoon freezes halfway to my mouth. She's referring to a scene where Eric's father's young girlfriend seduces him one afternoon when his dad isn't home. Shanna is barely older than Eric in the book.

"I'd rather not answer that," I say, feeling heat creep up my neck.

Both women laugh, their eyes meeting across the table. "That means it's true," Gabby says with certainty.

"How did you feel afterward?" Anya presses. "You didn't mention it much in the book."

I roll my eyes. "I need to remind you both that it's still fiction. Eric isn't me."

They exchange glances, clearly not believing me.

"Fine," I sigh. "That particular part is fictional, but I did fantasize about one of my dad's girlfriends who was about my age."

"I don't believe it wasn't real," Anya says. "The guilt afterward sounds so authentic."

I take a long sip of wine, weighing how much to reveal. The warmth of the alcohol and the intimate setting loosen my usual restraint.

"Okay, the event is based on a real experience," I admit. "But it wasn't with my father's girlfriend. It was with my mother's best friend, Marie."

Their eyes widen in perfect synchronicity. I curse silently, knowing I’ll have to tell them the whole story.

"I had just returned home to Seattle from my freshman year of college in California. Marie was staying at my mom's house." I pause, remembering. "She was wearing this silk robe when I walked in. Nothing underneath."

"And your mother?" Gabby asks.

"At work. Marie moved in with my mom after I went away to college. Mom ended their friendship after she found out about this." I focus on my dessert. "I felt guilty about it for a long time."

"How old was Marie?" Anya asks, leaning closer.

I clear my throat. "My mom’s age. Forty-two or forty-three."

Both women raise their eyebrows.

"And I was a virgin," I add, watching their expressions shift to amused shock.

“She was a cougar!” Gabby exclaims. “A predator!”

"Not really," I defend, although she’s just kidding. "I'd had a crush on her since high school, but she never crossed the line until that day."

Anya laughs. "She must have been waiting for you to grow up."

“It’s great story material,” Gabby says, turning to Anya. “You should write a romance based on it. Title it The Older Woman—wait a minute, here’s a better one—The Boy Who Grew Up!”

I chuckle with embarrassment, imagining my fumbling teenage self immortalized in one of Anya's steamy novels.

"I've always wanted to write an Older Woman Younger Man story," Anya muses.

"Why haven't you?" I ask, grateful for the shift away from my personal history.

She shrugs. "I don't know how to start. I can't write anything I haven't experienced."

"Don't tell me you haven't had young admirers," I say, surprised. "You must have charmed many students. I can't imagine no young man has fallen for such a hot professor."

Anya's laugh is low and knowing. "Are you talking about yourself again, Eric?"

I curse silently. It's a mistake to let the ladies read my book so closely. She's referring to Eric's obsession with his biology professor, a subplot I thought I'd disguised better.

"I surrender," I say, raising both hands. "Please stop referencing my book. There's nothing worse than having your own words used against you."

"But it's so much fun," Gabby says, her foot brushing against mine under the table. The touch sends a current up my leg.

I finish my mousse in silence, aware of their amused glances. The wine has left me warm and loose-limbed, and despite the embarrassment, there's something freeing about having these women know my secrets. Something dangerously intimate.

"More wine?" Gabby asks, already reaching for the bottle.

I nod, watching as she fills my glass, wondering what other confessions the night might hold.


CHAPTER 4
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We clear the dishes together, passing plates and glasses back and forth. When we’re done, Gabby pours more wine into our glasses in the quiet kitchen.

"Let's go up to the balcony," she suggests, nodding toward a spiral staircase. "It’s got a fantastic view of the ocean."

I follow the women up the narrow steps, careful not to spill my wine. The second-floor balcony extends across the front of the house, facing the Pacific. A wicker couch with plump cushions sits against the wall, flanked by potted plants and strung with fairy lights that cast a golden glow on the wooden boards.

"This is beautiful," I say, settling onto the couch. Anya sits to my right, Gabby to my left. Their warmth bookends me like parentheses.

The ocean stretches before us, like a vast expanse of darkness punctuated by the silver brushstrokes of moonlight. Below, the beach teems with evening life. A couple walks their golden retriever along the water's edge. Teenagers weave on skateboards. Two children chase each other in circles, their laughter rising up to us in fragments.

"I never tire of this view," Gabby says, sipping her wine. "It's why I bought this place, even though it stretches my teacher's salary to the breaking point."

I relax back into the cushions, letting the salt air fill my lungs. The distance between Gabby's house and her neighbors isn't large, but she's strategically placed potted palms and flowering shrubs to create privacy shields. The effect is a secluded oasis above the busy beach.

After a moment of comfortable silence, Anya turns to me. "Do you have more to tell me about the Walker sisters in Unit 5?"

I tense slightly. "What do you want to know?"

"Madison mentioned she was your former student."

I wonder how much Madison has shared, but decide honesty is the best approach with these women. They've already dissected my book and extracted my secrets like professional interrogators.

"Madison had a crush on me five years ago when she was in my class," I explain. "I kept my distance then. It was the right thing to do."

Anya nods approvingly. "Good for you for resisting temptation. But are you still holding up?"

"What do you mean?" I ask, though I suspect I know.

"I can tell the young woman is still into you," she says, her gaze shrewd.

I curse silently. Anya misses nothing. Again, I opt for honesty. "I surrendered to temptation recently."

"Walter," Anya feigns shock, but her eyes sparkle with interest.

"I blame 'Winds of Desire,'" I say. "Reading that book awakened my impulsiveness. Not to mention discussing romance with Madison that evening before things... heated up."

Anya presses a hand to her chest in mock offense. "You can't blame me for your indiscretions."

"I'm not blaming you," I clarify. "I'm giving you credit. I was able to face my desire because of your book."

"In that case," Anya says with a grin, "I'll lend you more of my books. Consider it research for your own writing."

"I'd appreciate that," I say, surprised to find I mean it.

Anya's phone chimes in her pocket. She pulls it out, squinting at the screen. "It's my mom," she says with a sigh. "This will take a while." She stands, pressing the phone to her ear as she walks inside. "Hi, Mom. Yes, I got your message..."

Her voice fades, leaving Gabby and me alone on the balcony. A silence settles between us, not uncomfortable but charged with possibility. We're sitting very close, our bare thighs touching. I'm still wearing shorts from earlier, and the heat of her skin against mine sends a pleasant current up my leg.

Gabby's head leans against my shoulder, her weight slight but solid. "This is so nice," she murmurs. "I miss leaning against a man's shoulder. I can forget all my worries in the world."

"What worries do you have?" I ask, catching a hint of perfume and sea air in her hair.

"Oh, tons," she sighs. "My job isn't as secure as it seems. We have to renew contracts every year, and I've gotten fewer and fewer classes lately."

"I'm sorry," I say, genuinely concerned. "That must be stressful."

"And I worry about Emma," she continues. "She's a passionate girl, but also impulsive. I don't want her to get into trouble."

I swallow hard, recalling Emma's behavior that afternoon—how she had deliberately flashed me during the badminton games and how she faked an injury so I would give her a piggyback ride. Heat rises to my face.

"You can lean on me anytime you want," I tell Gabby, reaching to pat her arm. Her skin is warm and soft under my palm.

Her perfume, although subtle, makes me slightly dizzy, or maybe it's the wine. Her face tilts up toward mine, lips slightly parted, eyes reflecting the fairy lights above us. Something pulls at me, a gravity I can't resist.

I lean in and kiss her.

Her lips are soft, tentative at first, then responding with increasing urgency. She tastes of chocolate and wine, rich and intoxicating. Her hand comes up to cup my cheek, holding me to her as if afraid I might pull away.

I have no intention of doing so. The kiss deepens, and I feel something within me unravel, a tension I hadn't known I was carrying until this moment of release.

Through the haze of desire, a distant thought forms: I wonder if Anya will return soon. But as Gabby's fingers thread through my hair, pulling me closer, I find I don't particularly care.

The kiss heats up quickly, like a match thrown onto dry kindling. My hands develop minds of their own, stroking the curve of Gabby's back. Her dress is thin, the fabric a flimsy barrier between my palms and her skin. It's as if I'm touching her already, feeling the warmth of her through this insubstantial shield.

Gabby moans softly into my mouth, a sound that vibrates through me and settles low in my belly. Her tongue finds mine, tentative at first, then bolder. The taste of chocolate and wine lingers between us.

My hand moves lower, following the elegant line of her spine to the swell of her hips. The dress drapes over her curves like water, revealing every contour beneath. I trace the shape of her thigh, feeling muscle and softness in equal measure.

Feeling reckless, I slip my hand under the thin fabric of her dress. My fingers meet bare skin, warm and impossibly smooth. I move upward along her hip, expecting to encounter the edge of underwear, but there's nothing. Just more skin, the curve where hip meets waist.

I break the kiss, breathing hard. "Naughty girl," I whisper against her ear.

She shivers, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "You sound surprised."

Like mother, like daughter. I again recall Emma's behavior that afternoon. So that's where she gets it from.

The thought of both women, their shared boldness, their uninhibited nature, sends heat coursing through me. My shorts grow tight, uncomfortable.

Gabby shifts closer, sensing my reaction. She spreads her legs slightly, an invitation I can't resist. My hand slips between her thighs, finding her center. She's warm and wet, ready for me in a way that makes my head swim.

She moans louder as my fingers explore her, learning what makes her breath catch, what makes her press against my hand. Her eyes flutter closed, then open again to lock with mine. The naked want in her gaze nearly undoes me.

In one fluid movement, she climbs onto my lap, her knees straddling my hips. The position brings her dress up around her waist, and I feel her heat against my shorts. She kisses me again, hungrier now, as if trying to consume me.

Her hands reach behind her back, finding the zipper of her dress. With a quick tug, she pulls it down, then lets the fabric fall to her waist. I take a sharp breath as I realize how little separates us now. Her bra is tiny, more suggestion than substance, barely containing the swell of her breasts.

I break the kiss to look at her and to check our surroundings. Through the balustrade, I can still see people walking on the beach. Families, couples, joggers with headlamps. They pass beneath us, oblivious to what's happening above.

"Can they see us?" I ask, suddenly concerned.

"Not really," Gabby says, her voice husky. "We're mostly just shadows."

Even if we're visible, I find I care less with each passing second. Especially as Gabby waits, watching me with expectant eyes, her body offered up like a feast.

In the dim balcony light, her breasts look like golden pears, full and perfect. I groan and bend forward to kiss the top of her cleavage, where a light sheen of sweat has gathered. The salt taste of her skin makes me dizzy with want.

I lick a path along the curve of one breast, feeling Gabby squirm on my lap. The friction against my erection is exquisite torture. I push her bra lower, revealing her nipples, hard and round in the cool night air. Without hesitation, I take one in my mouth, sucking gently, then circling it with the tip of my tongue.

Her breathing quickens to shallow pants. She grinds against my erection, seeking relief from the ache I know is building inside her. I groan around her nipple, the sound vibrating against her skin.

I thrust a finger into her warm channel, feeling her clench around the intrusion. The sensation makes me throb painfully against the constraint of my shorts. Her wetness coats my fingers as I add a second one, stretching her gently.

Gabby whimpers, not caring whether her neighbors can hear. Her hips move in rhythm with my hand, taking what she needs from me.

"Should we go inside?" I whisper, voice strained with desire.

"Not yet," she breathes against my ear. "And don't worry. They do it all the time."

I assume she means her neighbors, a thought that adds another layer of excitement to our encounter. We're not the only ones who find the privacy of balconies convenient for passion.

I continue to caress her, watching her face as I rub against her swollen clit. Her eyes lock on mine, letting me see exactly what I'm doing to her. It's intoxicating, this power, this connection. Her gaze grows unfocused, her movements more urgent.

I quicken my pace, pressing more firmly against the spot that makes her gasp. She jolts on my lap, her internal muscles clenching around my fingers. Her beauty in this moment of abandon leaves me breathless, hungry for more of her.

The sounds of the beach below fade away. The world narrows to just us, to her warmth around my fingers, to the way her breath catches when I touch her just right, to the growing urgency of my own need.

Anya returns just as Gabby’s breathing begins to slow. "I'm sorry," Anya says, pausing in the doorway, her hand still holding her phone. She's about to step back when Gabby stops her with a gesture.

"Come on," Gabby says, sliding off my lap. The fabric of her dress drapes around her waist as she sinks to her knees before me.  She reaches for the drawstring of my shorts, her eyes not leaving Anya's. "You said you wanted to do it together."

My brain struggles to catch up. They've discussed this before?

Anya smiles, slipping her phone into her pocket. "I did. But are you sure you're ready?"

"I am," Gabby says, her fingers working at the knot in my drawstring.

"What are you guys talking about?" I ask, though I have a fair idea.

Anya kneels down on my other side. Together, they pull down my shorts and then my briefs. The moment my cock springs free, both women gasp simultaneously and then giggle, a strangely innocent sound given the circumstances.

They both reach for me at the same time, then withdraw as if they've touched something hot.

"You first," Gabby says, a slight nervousness in her voice.

"No, you," Anya replies.

Gabby sits back on her heels. "Since this is my first threesome, it'll help me to watch for a minute."

"Okay," Anya agrees. "I should go first, and you watch and learn."

I roll my eyes, even as my heart hammers against my ribs. "Come on, ladies. Don't I get a say? It's my dick."

They laugh in unison, a musical sound that somehow makes this surreal situation feel lighter.

"No, Mister," Anya says, her voice taking on that authoritative tone I've heard her use discussing Russian literature. "It isn't up to you. Not yet. But don't worry. You'll be the boss soon enough."

"I hope so," I manage, trying to sound calm despite the wild animal beating in my chest.

Anya takes my cock in both hands, her touch sure and confident. She strokes me slowly, her gray eyes never leaving mine as she leans in and takes me into her mouth.

Warm, wet heat envelops me, and I inhale sharply. Beside us, Gabby watches with rapt attention, her lips slightly parted.

"Holy shit," she mutters. "This is hot. Now I see why."

Through the fog of pleasure, I find my voice. "Why what?"

"Why women like to share. Why sharing is so enjoyable." Her hands move to cradle her own breasts, still exposed above her fallen dress. "It's such a turn-on to see others do..." She trails off as she begins to squeeze her nipples, her eyes fixed on Anya's mouth moving over me.

"Fuck," I breathe. "I couldn't agree more."

My gaze darts between them, impossible to choose where to focus. One moment I'm lost in the sight of Anya's lips wrapped around my shaft, the next I'm mesmerized by Gabby caressing her own body, her expression a mixture of fascination and arousal.

Anya's skillful mouth works magic, sucking and licking in a rhythm that quickly builds tension in my core. Her hands complement her mouth, one gripping the base of my shaft, the other gently cradling my balls.

"You need to stop, baby," I manage to say, my voice strained. "I'm close, and I don't want to, not yet."

Anya releases me with one final, torturous lick and looks to Gabby. "Your turn."

But I hold up a hand. "Not yet. Let's take a break." I glance at their knees on the hard balcony floor. "Can we go inside? It'll be more comfortable on the bed."

They agree readily, and we move through the sliding glass door into Gabby's bedroom. The space is large and airy, dominated by a king-sized bed with a white duvet. The balcony light streams through the windows, bathing everything in amber.

I pull my shirt over my head, then step out of my shorts and briefs. Standing naked before both women sends a thrill through me. Their hungry gazes make me feel powerful, desired in a way that transcends my usual insecurities.

Gabby has already shrugged off her dress, leaving her in just the tiny bra. Anya remains in her teaching attire, though her blonde hair has escaped its neat arrangement, falling in messy waves around her flushed face.

I lie back on the bed, propped against the pillows. "Be my guest," I tell Gabby, feeling a confidence I'm not entirely sure I've earned.

Gabby laughs. "You're so cocky." But she doesn't hesitate, crawling onto the bed and bending over my erection. She takes me in her mouth more tentatively than Anya did, but her enthusiasm more than makes up for any lack of technique.

I watch my cock disappear between her lips for a minute, then close my eyes to focus on the sensation. The wet heat of her mouth, the gentle suction, the occasional graze of teeth that she quickly corrects with a murmured apology that vibrates deliciously along my length.

When I open my eyes again, I see Anya sitting in an armchair a few steps from the bed. Her blouse is unbuttoned now, hanging open to reveal a lace bra that barely contains her breasts.

"Holy fuck," I mutter, transfixed.

Her pencil skirt has hiked up, revealing a stretch of thigh above her stockings.

She touches herself over the bra for a moment, and then she unhooks it. I groan as her breasts spill free, her fingers immediately finding her nipples, pinching and rolling them between thumb and forefinger. Her hand slips between her legs again, disappearing beneath the fabric of her skirt, and the small movements of her arm tell me exactly what she's doing to herself.

The sight is straight from my teenage fantasies, the hot professor touching herself while watching me.

It’s so perfect I almost think I’m dreaming, afraid I’ll wake up alone in my old college dorm bed, sheets twisted around me.

But Gabby's very real mouth on me confirms this is happening. The dual stimulation of her touch and the visual of Anya pleasuring herself threatens to push me over the edge far too soon.

I place a gentle hand on Gabby's head, guiding her to stop. Her eyes meet mine, questioning. "I don't want to come in your mouth," I explain. "I need your pussy."

Gabby doesn't hesitate at my request. She lies down beside me and spreads her legs, her body open and inviting. I shift to my knees between her thighs, running a finger over her slick folds. She's even wetter than before, aroused by what she's been doing to me and by watching Anya.

I position myself at her entrance and push steadily into her, feeling her body yield and then grip me. Gabby yelps, her back arching off the bed.

"Holy fuck," she gasps. "You feel good. Big, but good."

I chuckle, oddly pleased by the compliment, and continue to push until I'm fully seated within her. I start with long, slow thrusts, giving her time to adjust to me, watching her face for any sign of discomfort. But there's only pleasure there, her eyes half-closed, lips parted, cheeks flushed.

From the corner of my eye, I can still see Anya watching us. Her fingers move faster beneath her skirt, her breath coming in short, quick pants. The knowledge that she's pleasuring herself while watching us adds an electric charge to each thrust.

I turn to look at her directly. "You too," I say, my voice rough with desire. "Get your ass over here."

Anya's mouth drops open in surprise, and then she laughs, a throaty sound that sends a shiver down my spine. "I like a demanding landlord," she says in a sultry voice that belongs in one of her novels.

She rises from the chair and walks to the bed, her movements deliberately slow and sensual. She removes her blouse on the way, dropping it to the floor. Her skirt follows, sliding down her legs to pool at her feet. She steps out of it and hooks her thumbs into her panties, shimmying them down with a wiggle of her hips.

Completely naked now, she climbs onto the bed and lies beside Gabby, spreading her legs in mirror image. She begins to touch herself, fingers circling her clit, but I reach over to stop her.

"Let me," I say, and thrust my finger into her slick heat.

Anya's reaction is immediate and intense. Her body convulses, inner walls clenching around my finger as she comes with a cry that might wake the neighbors. Her orgasm seems to trigger something in Gabby, whose pussy walls begin to contract around my cock.

I focus on Gabby now, increasing my pace and depth as she requests. Her wetness increases with each thrust, the sound of our bodies meeting growing louder and more urgent. She grips the bed sheet in tight fists, her head thrown back as she approaches her peak.

When she comes, it's with a loud moan that seems torn from deep within her. Her entire body tightens, her inner muscles milking my cock in waves. I hold still, letting her ride out the sensation, fighting my own urge to follow her over the edge.

Once her breathing slows, I carefully pull out. Anya is already on her hands and knees, waiting for me to take her from behind. Her body is a work of art in the dim light, all curves and shadows, her skin glowing with a light sheen of sweat.

I position myself behind her, taking a moment to appreciate the view. I gently slap her butt cheeks, enjoying the small sound she makes in response. Then I guide my cock between her legs, coating it in her wetness. I test her readiness with a finger, finding her slick and open.

When I push into her, the sensation is overwhelming. Her pussy grips me like a vise, hot and tight and perfect. I groan, fighting for control as her walls clench around me in waves, almost pulling me deeper.

"Fuck, baby. You feel good," I mutter as I begin to move inside her. Her body responds instantly, pushing back to meet each thrust.

I grip her round, firm ass as I find a rhythm, watching the point where our bodies join. The sight of my cock disappearing into her again and again nearly pushes me over the edge.

Beside us, Gabby is already touching herself again, her fingers working fast between her legs. "I haven't had enough," she explains breathlessly. She uses her other hand to cup Anya's breast, her touch gentle but possessive. "I've always wanted to feel these."

It occurs to me that this is the first time the two women have been intimate together, a realization that adds another layer of eroticism to the moment. I'm not just participating in their pleasure but witnessing a new connection forming between them.

Gabby moves behind me, wrapping her arms around my torso. Her breasts press against my back, her nipples hard points against my skin. Sandwiched between their hot bodies, I feel my control slipping.

Anya's movements grow more urgent, her moans higher pitched. "I'm close," she cries out between gasps. "So close."

"Yes, baby," I encourage, my own release building rapidly. "Come with me."

I thrust faster and deeper, giving her exactly what she needs. Her body tightens around me, squeezing my cock in a grip that's almost painful in its intensity. The feeling pushes me over the edge, and I spill inside her with a groan that comes from somewhere primal and deep.

Pleasure radiates through me in waves, hot and electric. My vision blurs at the edges, my body acting on pure instinct as I continue to thrust through the aftershocks of our shared climax.

We collapse on top of one another, breathing hard, skin slick with sweat. For several minutes, none of us speaks, content to lie in the pleasant haze of aftermath.

Finally, Gabby breaks the silence. "That was amazing," she says, her voice still breathless. "I should move to Seaview Villas."

"You should," Anya agrees, rolling onto her side to face us. "So you can do this every night with us."

"Exactly," Gabby says with a satisfied smile. "With Charlotte, too."

I chuckle, still too blissed out to fully process the implications. Damn. This is too good to be true.


CHAPTER 5
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I check my watch for the third time in ten minutes. The potential renters for Unit 2 should be arriving soon. My appointment book sits open on the kitchen table, four names neatly printed in my too-careful handwriting. A young couple, Anna and Mark. Thomas, recently divorced and desperate for a place. Carrie, a real estate agent helping some nameless client. Hopefully, one of them will fill my vacancy and replace the rent check that stopped arriving since John moved out.

The past week has been an exercise in futility. I've shown the apartment to a parade of unimpressed faces. College students who frown at the lack of smart thermostats. Working professionals who balk at the price. They all love the proximity to the beach until they realize what that proximity costs. No one seems to appreciate the Spanish arches, the original tilework, the history embedded in the walls. They want amenities. Keyless entry. Underground parking. In-unit laundry. Things my father never installed and I haven't bothered to upgrade.

The intercom buzzes, jolting me from my thoughts. I press the button.

"Hello?"

"Hi, we're here to see the apartment. Anna and Mark."

"I'll be right down."

I grab my keys and head for the courtyard gate. Anna and Mark stand on the other side, holding hands and squinting against the afternoon sun. My heart sinks immediately. They're practically children. Fresh faces, bright eyes. Barely out of college, if that. The likelihood of them taking the apartment hovers somewhere between slim and none. Young couples like them tend to want those high-rise apartments with rooftop pools and community game rooms.

"Hi there," I say, forcing a smile and unlocking the gate. "I'm Walter Haines. Welcome to Seaview Villas."

"Thanks for showing us the place," Mark says, offering a firm handshake. His polo shirt is neatly tucked in. Trying too hard to look grown-up.

"We're so excited," Anna adds, her eyes already wandering to the courtyard garden. "The outside is absolutely charming."

I lead them along the garden path, watching their reactions. Anna pauses to admire the bougainvillea climbing the stucco walls. Mark nods approvingly at the tiled fountain in the center of the courtyard. Maybe I've misjudged them.

"Unit 2 is right over here," I say, unlocking the door. "It's a one-bed, one bath. About nine hundred square feet."

They step inside, and I watch their eyes widen. The living room stretches before them, sunlight streaming through the west-facing windows, illuminating the original hardwood floors. The arched doorway leading to the dining area frames the scene like a painting.

"Look at these doorways," Anna says, running her hand along the curve of an arch. "You don't see details like this in new buildings."

"And these tiles," Mark adds, stepping into the kitchen and examining the terracotta floor. "This is so cool. So original."

"The building was constructed in the 1940s," I tell them, warming to their enthusiasm. "The original developer was inspired by Spanish colonial revival architecture. My dad and the previous owner maintained as many original features as possible."

"It's beautiful," Anna says. "Most places we've seen are just white boxes with recessed lighting."

I give them the full tour. The kitchen with its vintage tile countertops. The bathroom with the original pedestal sink. The bedrooms upstairs, small but bright, with windows overlooking the garden. They take it all in, whispering to each other, nodding. For the first time in days, I feel hopeful.

"So," I say when we return to the living room. "A bit about yourselves? What brings you to Santa Monica?"

"We just moved here from New Jersey," Mark explains. "We both graduated from Rutgers last year."

"I work for an accounting firm," Anna says. "I'll be working from home three days a week."

"And I'm in tech," Mark adds. "My office is in Culver City."

Young professionals. Stable jobs. Working from home. Perfect tenants on paper, if they can afford the rent. I try not to get my hopes up, but it's difficult when Anna turns to Mark and says, "I think this is the one."

Mark nods. "We'll take it."

A wave of relief washes over me. "That's great news," I say, retrieving the rental application from my folder. "I just need you to fill this out. I know it's a bit old-fashioned using paper, but you can scan and email it back when you're finished."

"No need to apologize," Anna says, taking the application with a smile. "We like old-fashioned."

I walk them toward the door, already mentally depositing their first rent check, when a sharp bark shatters the quiet afternoon.

Anna jumps. We all glance through the window into the courtyard. David Lin is pushing his son in a stroller, and they’ve barely made it past the door of Unit 5. The baby, startled by the barking, begins to wail. David murmurs to him as he guides the stroller onto the garden path.

Anna’s mouth falls open. “I didn’t know dogs were allowed.”

“They’re not, usually,” I say quickly. “The dog is temporary. A one-time exception. He doesn’t bark all the time—only when people pass his door.”

Anna nods, but her eyes stay fixed on the courtyard. The dog won’t stop barking. The baby doesn’t stop crying either.

“And are there many children in the building?”

"Just the one," I assure her. "And they're moving out soon. End of the month."

But I can see it in her face. The mental calculations. Working from home. Video calls with clients. The sound of barking and crying in the background. The perfect apartment suddenly less perfect.

At the gate, she turns to me. "I'm normally not picky about noise, but since I work from home and have a lot of meetings..."

"I completely understand," I say, knowing I've lost them. "There's no rush to make a decision."

They thank me for the tour, promise to be in touch, and walk to their car. I watch them go, knowing they won't be back. The application will end up in a trash can somewhere between here and wherever they're staying.

My phone rings before I can dwell on the disappointment.

"Hello?"

"Mr. Haines? This is Thomas. I'm afraid I need to cancel our appointment. I've found a place."

Of course he has. Thomas, with his recent divorce and urgent need for housing. My most promising prospect, gone.

"No problem," I lie. "If it doesn't work out, you're welcome to call me back."

I hang up and mutter a curse. Two down, one to go. Carrie and her mystery client. But somehow, I don't think today's my lucky day.

I return to my apartment with Hercule's barking still ringing in my ears. The sound follows me inside, muffled by walls but persistent. A chronic condition of Seaview Villas these days. I slump onto my couch, rubbing my temples. The dog has to go. Or at the very least, he has to stop announcing every passerby like they're invading his territory. He's cost me two potential tenants today already. But telling Hailey her furry companion needs to find another home feels like kicking a puppy itself.

The barking starts up again, and I groan. It was stupid to let the dog stay in the first place. But I let Hailey’s kindness get to me, and Madison’s story about her sister needing the dog to recover from her abusive relationship. I couldn’t help but give in, allowing them time. Now it’s been three weeks. I don’t think the dog would ever leave Seaview.

The dog already has David Lin packing up his family. Now it's preventing nice people like Anna and Mark from moving in. I need to be firm. I need to be a landlord, not a pushover.

I recall Madison also promised they would take responsibility. “We will pay for any damage. We will train him. Whatever it takes.”

Well, there’s no way I’ll ask them to pay for my potential loss of rent. But maybe I can establish some ground rules. Rule number one: no barking. Simple enough in theory. But difficult to do. I couldn’t even get Roger, my old dog, to sit.

Maybe I can tell Hailey to take Hercules to training. That shouldn’t be a problem.  I picture myself having that conversation with Hailey. She'd nod seriously, those striking blue eyes wide with understanding, and promise to look into training sessions.

Hailey is a nice girl. Quiet. Always says hi to neighbors, and apologizes for Hercules’ noises. And Hercules is kind of cute when he's not making a racket.

And I can't really blame the dog for David's departure. This place isn't ideal for raising kids. The walls are too thin, no sound insulation to speak of. A crying baby is probably just as annoying to other tenants as a barking dog.

I don't have the heart to give Hailey an ultimatum. But I can't keep losing tenants either. What am I supposed to do?

The intercom buzzes, interrupting my mental back-and-forth. I push myself off the couch and press the button.

"Yes?"

"Hi, Mr. Haines?" A woman's voice, melodious and clear, comes through the speaker. "I'm Carrie, and my client and I are here to see the apartment."

"Okay, Carrie, I'll be right with you," I say, grabbing my keys.

I step out into the courtyard, squinting against the late afternoon sun. Through the wrought iron gate, I can make out two silhouettes. One tall, one shorter. As I get closer, there's something familiar about the taller woman's outline. The way she stands, one hip slightly cocked.

I unlock the gate, and my heart does a strange little flip-flop in my chest.

"Sara?"

Sara Shaw stands before me, wearing a loose linen jumpsuit in a shade of blue that exactly matches her eyes, a chunky turquoise necklace, and leather sandals that show off toenails painted coral. Her blonde hair is pulled back in a messy bun, a few strands framing her face. She looks like she just stepped out of her studio, effortless and perfect.

Her eyes meet mine—clear, impossible blue. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed them.

"Walter, long time no see." Her smile is calm, controlled.

"Long time no see," I echo stupidly, glancing at the shorter woman beside her, who's watching our exchange with interest. "Are you Carrie? Did you come together?"

"Yes," Carrie says. She's professionally dressed in a blazer and pencil skirt, a folder tucked under one arm. "Sara is my client."

"Carrie's been helping me to look for an apartment," Sara explains.

I frown, confused. "Why is that? What happened to your house?" The last time I saw Sara, she was living in a beautiful Craftsman in West Hollywood, a place she'd spent years making her own. She had a studio in the converted garage, filled with natural light. She'd never leave that. Not voluntarily.

Sara pauses, her eyes flicking briefly to Carrie. "I just want to live closer to the beach."

I don't buy it for a second, but I sense she doesn't want to elaborate in front of the real estate agent. "I see," I say, not pressing further. "Let me show you the unit."

I unlock Unit 2, standing back to let the women enter first. Sara steps inside, and I watch her take it all in. The afternoon light bathes the living room in a warm glow, highlighting the arched doorways and hardwood floors. She walks slowly through the space, trailing her fingers along the walls, looking up at the ceiling beams.

"This is lovely, Walter," she says, turning to face me. "Even nicer than your unit."

"It's true," I admit. "This one has preserved more of the original features. I modernized my unit slightly before I moved in."

Sara laughs, and the sound sends a jolt through me. I’ve missed it too—quiet at first, then warming, playful.

"The kitchen is original?" she asks, stepping into the tiled space.

"Almost entirely. New appliances, obviously, but the cabinets and counters are from the 40s."

She nods approvingly, opening a cabinet, then closing it again. “It’s perfect,” she says finally, turning to Carrie. “Close to the beach, a security gate, gorgeous details. This is it. I don’t need to look any further.”

“Are you sure?” I ask, surprised by her quick decision. I’m thrilled, but I don’t want her to regret it later. After all, this is all too sudden. “There are a few quirks you should know about. The water pressure isn’t great, the floors creak a bit. And where are you going to paint?”

She shrugs. “Oh, I can paint anywhere, Walter. I don’t need a studio. In the living room, the bedroom, even the kitchen.”

"Sara, we have two other appointments tomorrow," Carrie reminds her. "The place on Fourth Street has a much bigger kitchen, and the condo on Ocean Avenue has a sea view."

"Cancel them," Sara says decisively. "I've made up my mind."

I hand her a single sheet of paper. “It’s just the basics for the lease. I don’t need the full application.”

She arches an eyebrow. “You trust me that much?”

“I remember you,” I say. “That counts for something.”

“I’ll just fill it out now.” She turns to Carrie. “You can go without me. I want to catch up with Walter.”

Carrie looks between us, clearly sensing something. “You rode with me,” she points out.

“I’ll call an Uber later,” Sara says.

“I can give you a ride,” I say.

She smiles. “That’d be even better.”

After Carrie leaves, Sara follows me to my apartment. She sits at my kitchen table, filling out the short form with quick, confident strokes of my pen. It takes her only a few minutes.

“All done,” she says, sliding it across to me. “And I’ll write you the security deposit and first month’s rent.”

While she writes the checks, I glance over the form, noting her substantial income and her employment as a self-employed artist. She hasn’t changed her handwriting. Still decisive. Still unmistakably hers.

She tears the checks free and hands them to me.

“Can I get you something to drink? Water? Coffee?” I ask, taking them. “I might even have some wine somewhere.”

"Yes, but," she stands up, smoothing her jumpsuit, "why don't we go to the café on the beach where we first met? I haven't been there for months and I miss it."

The café where she ordered an iced latte with almond milk, two pumps of vanilla, one pump of caramel, light ice, and where she caught me smiling behind her and started a conversation before we took a walk on the beach together.

"That's a great idea," I say.


CHAPTER 6
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The beach is alive but not crowded on this Friday afternoon. A few surfers bob on the waves, waiting for the perfect ride. Joggers weave around families packing up for the day. The air smells of salt and sunscreen. I walk beside Sara, hyper-aware of the space between us, careful not to let our hands touch accidentally.

The coffee stand sits at the edge of the sand, its faded blue awning flapping in the breeze. A small line of people wait for their afternoon caffeine, far fewer than the morning rush that brought us together six months ago.

We reach the coffee stand.

“Still busy,” Sara comments, joining the end of the line.

“Not like the mornings,” I say, mostly to fill the silence, since she already knows. “You should see it at seven. The line stretches all the way to the lifeguard tower.”

We shuffle forward as the line moves. When we reach the counter, Sara orders without hesitation: "Iced latte, almond milk, two pumps vanilla, one pump caramel, light ice."

I shake my head, chuckling. "Really? After all this time?"

"What?" She looks genuinely confused.

"Nothing. It's just... that's a very specific order. And exactly the same as six months ago."

"Oh." She smiles. "I'm consistent. I find something that works, I stick with it."

Except when I panicked, I think but don't say. I order a regular black coffee and pay for both drinks before she can protest.

We find a bench facing the ocean, the late afternoon sun warming our faces. Sara takes a sip of her complicated concoction and sighs contentedly. She hasn't changed at all. Same precise coffee order. Same style of bohemian-chic clothing that somehow looks both effortless and carefully curated. Same mesmerizing blue eyes that catch the light and hold it, like they're made of something more reflective than normal human tissue.

"Where have you been?" I ask suddenly, breaking the comfortable silence. “Why didn't you call me back?”

She turns those blue eyes on me. "Why didn't you call me in the first place?"

Fair point. I stare into my coffee. "I'm sorry. I was a jerk."

"You weren't a jerk," she says softly. "You were afraid."

I look up, surprised by her perception. Or maybe it was just obvious.

"I get it," she continues. "I probably scared you off, talking about babies when we barely knew each other. That was too much."

"No, it was..." I search for the right words. "It was just unexpected. I’m sorry I panicked. I’ve been single all my life… and I couldn’t imagine being a dad.”

“I know,” Sara says. “Trust me, I knew you weren’t the family type. You told me about your parents, and I read your book. I wasn’t trying to trap you or tie you down. I just spoke without thinking. It was a mistake.”

"I appreciate your understanding," I add. "Most women would have just written me off as an asshole."

"Oh, I did that too," she says, but she's smiling. "For at least a week. Then I figured you were just being a typical commitment-phobic man. Nothing personal."

We sit in silence for another moment, sipping our drinks. The sun dips lower, turning the waves to molten gold.

"So, how are you doing? Really?" I ask.

"I'm fine."

"And the apartment? Why are you moving?”

Sara pauses, swirling her straw through the ice in her cup. "I told you earlier. I want to be closer to the ocean. Closer to this coffee stand."

I give her a skeptical look. "Come on, Sara. I know how much you love your house. The studio you built. The garden. You wouldn't trade all that for a one-bedroom apartment just to be near better coffee."

She sighs, shoulders slumping slightly. "Okay, you got me."

She's quiet for so long I think she might not continue. But then she says, "The real reason is... I have a stalker."

My stomach tightens. "A stalker? Have you called the police?"

"It's complicated. I dated this guy, a fan, an admirer, for a few weeks. Now he's... obsessed with me."

A memory surfaces. A gallery opening, maybe four months ago. Sara had invited me, despite our awkward non-breakup. A gesture of friendship I probably didn't deserve. A young man with tattoos snaking up both arms, hovering near Sara's newest paintings. Watching her with hungry eyes.

"Are you talking about Ben? The guy with the tattoos I met at your gallery opening?"

She looks surprised. "You remember his name?"

"He was hard to forget. He kept staring at you like you were one of your paintings: technically available, but far beyond what he could afford.”

Sara lets out a small laugh that catches on something like a sob. "Yes, that's him. Ben had been interested in me for years, and I was reluctant because he's so much younger than me, among other things."

She takes a long sip of her coffee before continuing. “But after things ended with you, I… I was feeling really low, and he was there at the right time. He knew about us, and why we broke up. And he said he wanted kids.”

She pauses, looking slightly embarrassed. I feel a twinge of something. Jealousy? Guilt? Both?

"I was really tempted," she admits. "I thought, why not? He's young and confident, a talented artist, and has healthy DNA. And I... I'm not that young, I mean, being 42, my biological clock is ticking..."

She stares out at the ocean. "It was stupid of me."

"What happened next?" I ask, reaching to squeeze her shoulder gently. "Did he do anything to hurt you?"

"No, but he moved in with me... soon after we... you know," Sara says, avoiding my eyes. "And without my asking him to."

"Really?" I frown. That's aggressive. Territorial. "So what went wrong?"

"Everything. It was a terrible mistake." She shakes her head, and a strand of blonde hair escapes her bun. "We have nothing in common. I mean, we're both artists, but that's where it ends. I paint. He does tattoos. Some woodcarving. He loves everything loud and spicy and intense. I don't. I like my food plain, my music softer. Jazz, not metal. At some point I realized I didn't want to build a life out of that. And I definitely don't want his sperm anymore."

I nearly choke on my coffee. "Have you... have you gotten any already?"

She nods, looking miserable. "Not really. But we had been intimate. Only a few times, while I was in the safe phase. I don't even enjoy having sex with him, Walter. He is terrible in bed. Oh God."

Sara puts her coffee cup on the ground and buries her face in her hands. I set mine down too and wrap an arm around her, pulling her closer. She feels small against me, her shoulders trembling slightly.

"Why is he stalking you? Is he no longer living in your house?" I ask.

"He only lived with me for a month, and I told him to move out. But he still shows up all the time. Sometimes he just parks his car on the street and waits for me to come out."

"Did you call the police?"

"I did, but they said he was allowed to park on a public street, and there's no restraining order." She sighs. "And I don't want to go through all that legal process to get one. So I thought the best way to handle it is to move. Carrie is helping me sell the house as well."

"My goodness, Sara. I'm so sorry," I say, the guilt washing over me in waves. If I hadn't pushed her away, she wouldn't be in this mess. "It's my fault."

"Oh no, Walter, don't say that," Sara says, gazing at me with those blue eyes, now shimmering with unshed tears. "It was just vanity, and my eagerness to get pregnant. I should've just gone to an agency..." she stops abruptly.

We sit in silence for a moment. The sun dips toward the horizon, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink. Sara stands suddenly.

"I should go," she says. "It's getting late, and I've kept you long enough."

"Let me drive you," I offer.

"No need. Uber is convenient." She pulls out her phone, taps the screen a few times. "There. Three minutes away."

“In that case, have the driver pick you up at Seaview,” I suggest, wanting to be with her a little longer.

She does what I say, and we walk back toward Seaview Villas together, our shadows stretching long on the pavement. The silence between us is comfortable, tinged with something like possibility. At the gate, Sara turns to me.

“Thank you for listening,” she says. “And for the coffee.”

“Anytime,” I reply, meaning it. “And about the apartment… when will you move in?”

“Soon,” she says, grinning. “I’m going to start packing as soon as I get home.”

“Great,” I say, briefly losing myself in her mesmerizing blue gaze. “I can’t wait to have you as a tenant.”

A car pulls up to the curb, and Sara checks her phone. “That’s my ride.”

She hesitates, then leans in and kisses my cheek, her lips warm against my skin.

“See you soon, landlord.”

I watch her slide into the backseat of the Uber, raising her hand in a small wave as the car pulls away. I stand there long after the taillights have disappeared, feeling like something that ended badly has just been given a second chance to begin.


CHAPTER 7
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I barely make it through the wrought-iron gate when I hear Hercules again. The barking is sharp and relentless, the kind that drills into your skull and sets up camp there. I pause on the brick path, the gate clanging shut behind me, and weigh my options.

I’ve lost potential tenants because of the dog. I’ve also just leased the unit. Maybe I should put it behind me. Go back to my apartment, close the door, pretend I don’t hear it.

On the other hand, Unit 6 will be vacant soon, and I can’t afford another scene like this.

The barking continues as I cross the courtyard, but there's something else layered underneath it. Laughter. High and bright, the kind that makes you think of secrets and inside jokes. Chatting, too, voices overlapping in a way that suggests ease, comfort.

I approach the unit and the sounds grow clearer. Madison's voice, loud and teasing. Hailey's, softer, protesting something. I feel like an intruder before I even knock.

I raise my fist and rap on the door. Three quick knocks.

Instantly, Hercules loses his mind. The barking escalates into something frantic, and I hear his claws scrabbling against the floor. The laughter cuts off immediately. Silence, except for the dog.

"Who is it?" Madison's voice, cautious.

"It's me. Walter."

A pause. Then Hailey, urgent and low. "Don't open the door."

"Why not? It's okay." Madison again, dismissive.

The door cracks open, just a sliver, and I catch a glimpse of Madison's face. My brain stutters.

Her dark hair is pulled into a high ponytail, sleek and tight, the kind that makes her cheekbones stand out. She's wearing eyeshadow, something smoky and alluring that makes her eyes look enormous. And her lips. Pink, glossy, the kind of lipstick that catches the light.

"Hi, Mr. Haines," she says, and her smile is bright, stunning, a full wattage beam aimed directly at me.

My heart does a flip-flop. An actual, ridiculous flip-flop, like I'm sixteen and not forty.

It's been a week since our night together, since I crossed a line I never thought I'd cross. She's been texting me every day. Sometimes just a quick "miss you," sometimes longer messages about her classes, her sister, random thoughts that pop into her head.

I haven't known how to respond. I've kept my replies short, polite, terrified of what it all means.

But now, standing here with her lips pink and glossy and so close, I want to kiss her. The urge is sharp, immediate. I want to step inside and pull her against me and forget that her sister is somewhere in the apartment, that this is my rental property, that she used to be my student.

I clear my throat. "Is this a good time? I need to talk to you both."

"Of course," Madison says, and she opens the door wider. "Come in."

"Maddy, no!" Hailey's voice, sharp with alarm.

But Madison ignores her. She steps aside and gestures for me to enter, and I do, because what else can I do? The door closes behind me with a soft click, and I'm inside Unit 5, which smells like vanilla candles and dog.

Hailey is sitting on the couch, looking like she wants the cushions to swallow her whole. Her hands are folded in her lap, fingers twisting together. She glances at me and then away, her face flushed. She's wearing jeans and an oversized sweater, the sleeves pulled down over her hands. Normal clothes. Safe clothes.

I start to ask what they're up to, but then I turn back to Madison and the words die in my throat.

My breath catches. Not metaphorically — like someone punched the air out of my lungs.

Madison is wearing a white button-up shirt and a pleated plaid skirt. Red and black checks, bright and bold. The shirt is too tight. The top two buttons are undone, not casually but deliberately, the fabric straining across her chest. And the skirt. The skirt is so short it barely covers anything. It hits high on her thighs, the pleats swaying as she moves.

It reminds me of her uniform at Whitman High, the one she wore when she sat in the front row of my junior English class and raised her hand to argue about Gatsby.

Except this version is obscene. A fantasy. Something out of a catalogue I'd be embarrassed to order from.

I suck in a breath and force myself to look at her face. She's watching me, her expression unreadable.

"What are you doing?" I get a hold of myself although my voice sounds strangled. "Are you going to a costume party?"

Both sisters laugh. Madison's laugh is loud, delighted. Hailey's is quieter, more embarrassed, but she's smiling.

"We're just playing dress-up," Hailey says quickly, like she's trying to explain before I get the wrong idea. Except I'm pretty sure I already have the wrong idea, and it's probably the right one.

She turns to her sister. "Go change, Maddy."

"No," Madison says, and there's a defiant edge to her voice. "I like it. I think he likes it, too." She looks at me, her gray eyes challenging. "Right, Mr. Haines?"

I chuckle, trying to sound casual. Trying not to picture what's under that skirt. "It's a pretty outfit. What's the occasion?"

The sisters glance at each other. Hailey looks like she's searching for words and coming up empty. Madison, of course, has no such problem.

"It's for Hailey's book," she says. "I kind of play the character. It helps her to..." She trails off, letting the implication hang in the air.

My mouth opens. BDSM. Hailey writes BDSM romance. I knew that, sort of, in an abstract way. Kate Wylde. The pen name. The books I saw when she moved in. But now it's concrete, real, and Madison is standing in front of me dressed like a pornographic schoolgirl because her sister needed inspiration.

Before I can find a response that doesn't sound like a complete idiot, Hailey speaks.

"I'm sorry, Walter. I hope you don't think we're crazy." Her voice is small, mortified. "Madison is trying to help. I've been blocked for weeks."

"Not at all," I say quickly, too quickly. "I think it's a great idea."

"You see?" Madison says to her sister, triumphant. "I told you he would understand. He's a writer himself."

"Exactly," I say, latching onto the lifeline. "And I would love to read your books. If you don't mind."

Hailey's face turns the color of a tomato. She smiles, though, a shy, grateful smile that makes me feel like less of a creep. "Of course I don't," she says, and she stands up, moving toward the bookcase.

She pulls out a few paperbacks and hands them to me. I recognize them from when she moved in. Kate Wylde. Daddy's Girl. Letter to the Professor. Forbidden Older Man. The titles alone make me feel like I should be on some kind of list.

"Thank you," I say, taking the books. They're warm from sitting on the shelf.

Madison is grinning like a Cheshire cat. "You'd love these," she says. "Hailey is a great writer."

"I certainly will," I say, chuckling, doing everything in my power to keep my thoughts from spiraling into the gutter. I've already fallen far enough.

“By the way,” Madison says, “we were trying to decide which hairstyle works better when you came in. We need a third opinion, and you’re just the right person.”

I protest immediately. “I’m sorry. I don’t know anything about ladies’ hairstyles.”

“You don’t need to,” she insists. “Just tell me what you like. Do you like my ponytail?”

“Yes,” I say with a shrug.

“Okay, hold on.” Madison pulls the scrunchie off and lets her hair fall loose. “What about now? Do you still like it?”

I nod. “I do.”

“Which one is better?”

I shrug again. “I don’t know. You look good either way.”

Madison pouts. “Okay, now you’re just being lazy, Mr. Haines. Remember how you used to tell us not to just say we liked something we read, but explain why? You need to do that.”

I chuckle. “I see. So I need to turn on my critical thinking faculties.” I clear my throat. “Well, the ponytail makes you look younger, more vibrant. But you look more mature with your hair loose.”

“Ah, that’s better,” she says with a smirk.

“Is that it?” I ask. “Can we talk about something else?”

“Not yet,” she says. “Just a second. I want to try one more thing. Turn around and don’t look until I tell you.”

“What?” I sigh, but I do as I’m told, turning toward the window and gazing out at the courtyard. I wonder what she’s up to. I hope it isn’t anything I can’t handle.

Madison’s next words set my mind at ease. “Braid my hair, Hailey.”

Hailey protests, but she gives in to her sister’s request. A few minutes pass before Madison tells me to turn around.

My breath catches again. She’s sporting two braids now, one on each side, and her blue eyes, so strikingly innocent, momentarily make me forget how mature she truly is—until she bats her eyelashes and asks in a sultry voice, “Do you like it, Daddy?”

Shit. I curse under my breath and glance away, only to find Hailey’s gaze, unmistakably curious and eager.

I take a steadying breath. “No comment,” I reply with a stern tone.

They both burst into laughter. “That means he likes it,” Madison says.

“Exactly,” Hailey agrees, nodding at her sister.

I need to change the subject before my brain short-circuits completely. I clear my throat. "So, the reason I’m here,” I say, and pause, trying to phrase what I’m about to say so I don’t sound like a mean landlord.

Madison is the first to stop laughing. She nods, adopting a serious expression. “What is it you want to talk about?” she asks.

I clear my throat. “Well. It’s about Hercules again.”

Hailey’s expression shifts immediately, guilt flickering across her face. “Okay. I’m sorry. Is he still barking too much?”

She bends down to pat the dog, who's lying at her feet like a small, tricolor sphinx. Hercules thumps his tail against the floor, oblivious to the trouble he's causing.

"Unfortunately, yes, Hailey," I say carefully. I don't want to stress her out more than I already have. The last thing she needs is her landlord acting like a tyrant. "I had people come in to see the apartment earlier. Unit 2. And to be honest, they had second thoughts because of the dog."

"Oh, I'm so sorry," Hailey says, and she looks genuinely stricken. Her blue eyes are wide, worried. She picks at the sleeve of her sweater.

I mentally kick myself. Why did I phrase it like that? I didn't need to mention the potential tenants. I could have just asked about the training and left it at that. But no, I had to make her feel worse.

"It's okay, Hailey," I say quickly. "What's done is done. And I've found a renter anyway. But it's time you do something to train him. Madison said something about training last time. Have you given it a try?"

Madison nods so vigorously that her ponytail swings. "We have. Hailey actually took him to a lesson at PetSmart."

"You did?" I look at Hailey, surprised. "That's... good then. Is it helping?"

Hailey bites her lip, looking nervous. "Not really," she says. Her voice is quiet, defeated. "He was so anxious that he wouldn't stop barking and lunging at other dogs. We had to leave in the middle of the class because I felt bad interrupting the lesson all the time."

I can picture it. Hercules, unleashed chaos in a fluorescent-lit PetSmart, lunging at German Shepherds and Huskies twice his size while their owners clutch their leashes and give Hailey disapproving looks. Poor girl.

"Did the trainer say anything about it?" I ask.

"She didn't mind," Hailey says. "She told me to come back and give it another try. But I'm not sure."

"Why not?"

Hailey hesitates, and Madison jumps in. "Because other dog owners were protective of their dogs," she says, her tone sharp. "They didn't want Hercules to be close to their dogs. Like he was some kind of monster."

“I love the dog,” Hailey says softly. “He’s just scared. Being homeless once does something to a dog’s personality. But I’m embarrassed too.”

She looks down at Hercules, who’s gnawing on his own paw.

“I asked the trainer about one-on-one lessons, but she said they wouldn’t do much for his social behavior. He needs to be around other dogs.”

I nod. That makes sense, I guess. Not that I know anything about dog training.

"If you love the dog," I say, "it doesn't matter what others think."

"Exactly," Madison says, pointing at me like I've just delivered a profound truth. "That's what I told her. Especially since we're paying just as much as they do."

"I know, but..." Hailey looks torn, her fingers still twisting in her lap.

"Can you go with her?" I ask Madison.

Madison shakes her head. "I would if I could. But the class meets on Wednesday afternoons. I have a Chaucer seminar. I could leave a bit early, but..."

"No, Maddy," Hailey says firmly. "Don't do that. I will try again. I can do it. It isn't a big deal."

"Are you sure?" Madison asks, her voice softer now, concerned.

I feel like a jerk. Actually, I am a jerk. All Hailey has done is try to help a homeless dog. She gave Hercules a home, love, safety. Yeah, the dog is loud. Yeah, he's costing me potential tenants. But Hailey is trying. She's doing her best. And here I am, making her feel like she's failing.

I’m on the verge of telling her to forget the training, to just keep Hercules and we’ll figure it out somehow, when I remember I’m the landlord. It’s my responsibility to keep everyone here happy, not just the Walker sisters.

"You know what?" The words fly out of my mouth before I can stop them. "What time does the class meet? Maybe I can go with you."

Hailey's mouth falls open. For a second she just stares at me, and I wonder if I've said something completely insane.

"I can't impose that on you," she says finally, shaking her head.

"It's not a bother," I say, doubling down on my impulsive offer. What the hell am I doing? "I don't have much to do on Wednesday afternoons."

That’s a lie. I have plenty to do. A novel to write, a property to manage, a life to live. But somehow, the idea of Hailey alone in a PetSmart training class, embarrassed and overwhelmed while Hercules barks at every other dog in the room, makes me feel worse than anything in David Lin’s notice ever could.

"That's a great idea," Madison says, her eyes lighting up. "Mr. Haines, you're perfect. Hailey needs someone to support her."

"Let him go with you, please," Madison presses, turning to her sister.

Hailey looks between us, then down at Hercules. Finally, she nods. "Okay. Thank you, Walter. Really."

"It's no problem," I say, though I'm already wondering what I've gotten myself into.

Madison crosses the room and throws her arms around me. The hug is sudden, tight, and her body presses against mine in that ridiculously short skirt. She kisses me on the cheek, her lips soft and glossy.

"You're the best landlord in the world," she says, grinning.

I chuckle, trying not to react to the feel of her against me. "I'll do my best."

I take a step toward the door, eager to escape before I say or do anything else stupid. Then I remember Anya’s suggestion at dinner a few nights ago. I still haven’t asked them.

“By the way,” I say, turning back. “Are you free tomorrow morning? Would you like to come over for coffee?”

The sisters exchange a look. Hailey’s expression turns curious. Madison’s is openly amused.

“Of course,” Hailey says. “But what’s the occasion?”

“Nothing,” I say quickly. “Just a small gathering. Meeting the neighbors. That sort of thing.”

“Sounds good,” Hailey replies. “Should we bring anything? Cake? Cookies?”

“No. I’ll grab bagels and whatever else we need. Just come.”

“Sure. Can’t wait,” Madison says, leaning in to give me another quick peck on the cheek.

“Well… I’ll see you tomorrow then,” I mutter, patting her back, painfully aware of Hailey’s knowing smile.

“What time?” they ask in unison.

I hesitate. “Around nine.”

The door closes behind me, and I stand there for a moment, Kate Wylde’s books tucked under my arm, the cool evening air washing over me. And then it hits me.

I’ve just made a rash decision.

What the hell got into me, volunteering to accompany Hailey to dog training?

These sisters are going to be the death of me.
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I barely get my front door closed before my phone chimes. The sound cuts through the quiet of my apartment, that particular digital intrusion that makes me wonder why I keep notifications on at all. I fish the phone from my pocket and see Sara's name on the screen. She's home, she says. Thanks again for showing her the apartment. Thanks again for the walk on the beach. The words are warm, friendly, completely normal, and I stare at them longer than I should.

My thumb hovers over her name. I could call her. I should call her, probably. Ask if she made it back without incident, if the stalker was anywhere nearby, if she feels safe. The concern sits in my chest like something heavy and real. But then I think about how that would sound. How it would feel to her. Another man calling to check up on her, another voice asking where she is, if she's okay, when really it's just an excuse to hear her voice again. The last thing Sara needs is someone else hovering at the edges of her life, no matter how good my intentions are.

I send a thumbs up emoji instead. It's pathetic, maybe, but it's honest. Safe and non-committal and exactly the kind of response that won't make her wonder if I'm going to become a problem too.

I set the phone on the counter and head toward the kitchen, already thinking about dinner. The word "dinner" is generous for what I'm about to do, which involves opening my freezer and staring at the stack of microwavable boxes like they're philosophical texts requiring interpretation.

There's a meatball spaghetti that promises "authentic Italian flavor" in a font that suggests the designer has never been to Italy. Next to it sits a chicken fettuccini with a picture of pasta so creamy and perfect it might as well be computer-generated. It probably is.

I stand there with the freezer door open, trying to decide which version of disappointment I'm in the mood for tonight. The meatballs, I remember, have a rubbery texture that squeaks against my teeth. The fettuccini comes with a sauce that somehow manages to be both watery and gelatinous, a feat of food science I don't want to think too hard about. These are the choices of a man who’s lived alone for two decades and still hasn't figured out how to take care of himself properly.

My phone rings before I can commit to either option. I glance at the screen, half hoping it's Sara after all, that maybe she changed her mind about texting and decided she did want to talk. But it's Charlotte's name that lights up the display.

"Hello?"

"Walter, hi." Her voice sounds bright, maybe a little too bright. "Are you busy?"

I look at the freezer, still open, still offering me its limited wisdom. "Not particularly."

"Would you want to come over for dinner? I bought way too much Chinese food. I thought Anya would be home, but she just texted me. She's hanging out with her grad students instead."

The relief that washes over me is probably more obvious than it should be. "Yes. Absolutely. I can be there in five minutes."

Charlotte laughs. "You don't have to sound quite that desperate."

"Too late."

I close the freezer without choosing, which feels like the best decision I've made all day. A quick glance in the bathroom mirror confirms I look fine. I run a hand through my hair, hesitate, then change into a fresh shirt anyway. Then I head out.

The courtyard is quiet in the early evening light. Someone is doing laundry in the utility room, and I can hear the distant hum of the machines. A car passes on the street beyond the complex, its engine fading into the ambient noise of the neighborhood. It's peaceful in a way that makes me forget, sometimes, how close we are to everything else.

Unit 3's door is unlocked, and I let myself in without knocking. The smell hits me immediately. Garlic and ginger and something sweet and tangy that makes my stomach wake up and remember it's been surviving on coffee and a questionable turkey sandwich from this morning. The living room is empty, lights on but no sign of Charlotte.

"Charlotte?" I call up the stairs.

"Hey!" Her voice comes from somewhere above, muffled by walls and distance. "I'll be down in a minute. Help yourself to whatever."

I make my way to the kitchen and stop short when I see the counter. Takeout boxes are stacked on the island in a configuration that suggests either Charlotte was planning to feed a small army or she has no concept of portion control. I count them. Six large boxes, the kind with the wire handles, each one probably stuffed with enough food to last me three days.

A bottle of wine sits next to the boxes, already open, with two glasses beside it. One of them has faint red streaks running down the inside, the evidence of an earlier drink. Charlotte must have started without me, which is fine. More than fine. I reach for the clean glass and pour myself a generous amount. The wine is better than anything I keep in my own apartment, which isn't saying much but still.

I set the glass down and lift the lid on the nearest box. Orange chicken stares back at me, glossy and perfect, little chunks of meat coated in sauce that catches the kitchen light. My mouth waters. I'm tempted to reach in and grab a piece, just one, just to take the edge off the hunger that's suddenly overwhelming. But I don't. There's some part of me, some remnant of the person I was raised to be, that won't let me start eating before the host arrives.

I'm a guest here, even if I don't always feel like one. Even if Charlotte and Anya and I have blurred enough lines that the word "guest" seems almost quaint. I close the box, pick up my wine, and sit down at the island to wait.

The wine is dry, a little fruity, the kind of thing I'd never buy for myself because I'd convince myself it's too expensive or too good for a Tuesday night alone. I take another sip and let myself enjoy it. Upstairs, I can hear Charlotte moving around, the soft thud of footsteps, the creak of floorboards. She's taking her time, and I wonder what she's doing. Changing, maybe. Fixing her hair. Preparing for something I don't quite understand yet.

I put down the wine glass and turn when I hear Charlotte on the stairs. The footsteps are light, deliberate, not her usual quick pad of bare feet or sneakers. These are heels, the kind that make a woman think about how she's walking.

"Sorry to keep you waiting," she says as she enters the kitchen. "But you really don't have to wait for me."

"No problem," I start, and then the words die somewhere between my brain and my mouth.

Charlotte is wearing a dress I've never seen before. Olive green, silky, the fabric catching the light as she moves. It falls to just above her knees, elegant and simple, but it's the neckline that stops me cold. One shoulder is bare, completely exposed, the dress sweeping diagonally across her collarbone before fastening over her other shoulder. Her skin looks soft and warm, and I can see the delicate curve where her neck meets her shoulder. Her hair is pulled back into a bun, not the messy kind she usually does when she's working from home, but something careful and deliberate. Auburn strands frame her face.

She's wearing makeup too. Not much, but enough that her olive eyes look larger, more luminous. The eyeliner is subtle, precise. She's put thought into this, time into this, and the effect is stunning.

My mouth waters, and it has nothing to do with the food on the table anymore. What's standing in front of me looks far more delicious than any takeout could ever be.

"What's the occasion?" I ask, standing up. I reach for her hands and she lets me take them. Her fingers are warm, her skin smooth. "You got a promotion?"

Charlotte laughs, and the sound is lighter than I expect. "No."

"Your birthday?"

"Neither."

"Then what is it?"

She pauses, her smile flickering like a candle in a draft. "I got the draft settlement proposal from my lawyer today. The divorce papers." She squeezes my hands. "John's offering more than I expected. A lot more. Enough that I could put a down payment on a house if I wanted to."

"That's great news," I say, and I mean it. I let go of one of her hands and reach for the wine bottle, pouring a glass for her. I hand it to her carefully. "Congrats."

"Thanks." She takes the glass and sips, but the smile doesn't reach her eyes. There's something forced about it, something brittle, like she's holding herself together with effort.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong."

"Charlotte."

She looks down at her wine. "I'm happy. Really, I am. I went shopping after I got the email. Bought all this stuff. The dress, the necklace, the shoes."

She lifts one foot slightly, showing off a pair of silver sandals with moderate heels. They’re delicate, strappy, the kind of shoes designed for being admired, not walked in. "See? Beautiful, right?"

"They're beautiful," I say, and I'm not just being polite. "You look beautiful."

She smiles again, but this time it wobbles. I notice then how bright her eyes are. It's not just the eyeliner. There's a shine to them, a wetness that catches the kitchen light. She's been crying. Or she's about to.

"Are you okay?"

"Of course," she says, but her voice cracks on the second word. She sets the wine glass down on the counter, too hard, and the base makes a sharp sound against the granite. Then she leans forward, her forehead coming to rest on my shoulder, and I feel her whole body shudder.

I wrap my arms around her without thinking, one hand going to her back, the other to her hair. "Do you regret it? The divorce?"

"No." The word is muffled against my shirt. She pulls back just enough to look at me, and I can see the tears now, thin tracks running down her cheeks. She wipes at them with the back of her hand. "No, I don't regret that. If I regret anything, it's marrying him in the first place."

"Charlotte..."

"He's been hiding money, Walter. Bank accounts I didn't know about. Investments. I always thought we were struggling together, you know? That we were both working toward the same thing. But he's been doing fine this whole time. More than fine. And I've been killing myself to keep us afloat while he just... he just..."

She trails off, her jaw tightening. I stroke her arm, feeling the softness of her skin and the tension in her muscles beneath.

"I'm sorry. That's awful."

"I'm so angry." Her voice is low, fierce. "And I'm sad. And I feel like such an idiot. I wasted years on him. Years I can't get back. My twenties, Walter. I worked my ass off for him, for us, and he was lying the whole time."

"You're not an idiot."

"Then what am I? I knew what he was like before I married him. I knew he was selfish and vain and way too focused on appearances. But I thought I could change him. God, how stupid is that? I thought if I loved him enough, if I supported him enough, he'd become the person I wanted him to be."

"That doesn't make you stupid. It makes you hopeful."

She shakes her head. "It makes me a failure. I'm thirty-three years old, and I'm starting over. He's doing great, and I'm still struggling. Still working some assistant job while he's out there making deals and driving his stupid car and probably sleeping with half of LA."

"You're not alone," I say, and I pull her closer. "You have me. You have Anya. You have people who actually care about you, not just what you can do for them."

"I know." She sniffs, wiping her eyes again. The makeup is smudged now, little dark smears under her lower lashes. Somehow it makes her look even more real, more present. "I know. Thank you. I'm sorry, I don't know why I'm falling apart like this."

"You're allowed to fall apart."

She leans into me again, and I stroke her back, feeling the smooth slide of the silk under my palm. I kiss the top of her head, and she makes a small sound, something between a laugh and a sob.

"We should eat," she murmurs into my chest. "Before the food gets cold."

"We should," I agree, but neither of us moves.

"I don't want to let go yet."

"Then don't."

She stays there, pressed against me, her breathing gradually slowing. I keep stroking her back, keep holding her, and the kitchen is quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator and the distant sound of traffic outside. The food can wait. Everything can wait.
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"No worries," I say, my hand still moving in slow circles on her back. "Dinner can wait. I'm not that hungry."

She looks up at me, and her olive eyes are still wet but there's something else there now. Something warmer. "You're such a nice guy," she says softly. "You know that? You're the only thing I want to thank John for. If he hadn't moved here, I never would have met you."

Then she reaches up and kisses me.

It's soft at first, tentative, like she's asking permission even though we've done this before, even though we've done much more than this before. But I kiss her back and the tentativeness disappears. Her mouth opens under mine and I taste the wine on her tongue, sweet and dark. My hand slides from her back to her waist, feeling the way the silk shifts over her skin.

The kiss deepens quickly, turning hungry. She presses closer and I can feel the heat of her body through the thin fabric of the dress. My other hand comes up to cup her face, my thumb stroking her cheekbone, and she makes a small sound in the back of her throat that goes straight to my cock.

I let my hand glide down her back, over the smooth expanse of silk, feeling every curve of her spine, the dip of her waist, the swell of her hips. When I reach her ass I squeeze, palming the firm roundness of it, and she moans into my mouth. The silk is nice, elegant, expensive, but I want to feel her skin. I want to feel her.

I push her back gently until she's against the island, the edge pressing into her hips. She gasps and breaks the kiss, her eyes half-lidded, her lips swollen. I reach down and gather the fabric of her dress, hiking it up slowly, revealing more and more of her thighs. She lifts one leg slightly, hooking it around my knee, opening herself to me.

My hand finds bare skin and I groan. She's soft and warm and my palm slides over the curve of her ass, skin on skin. I find the thin string of her thong, follow it down between her cheeks, then around to the front. The fabric is damp and warm when I press my fingers against it. I swipe my index finger along the thin strip of lace, feeling the heat and wetness beneath, and Charlotte lets out a sound that's somewhere between a gasp and a moan.

I hook my finger under the fabric and touch her directly. She's soaking wet, her folds slippery and swollen. I stroke her slowly, finding her clit and circling it, and her whole body shudders.

"Walter," she breathes, and the sound of my name in her mouth like that makes something tighten in my chest.

I want to taste her. I want to make her forget about John and the divorce and all the years she thinks she wasted. I drop to my knees, pulling her thong down her legs. She steps out of it carefully, balancing on those silver heels, and I push the dress higher, bunching it at her waist.

Then I spread her wider and put my mouth on her.

She tastes sweet and tangy, salt and musk and something indefinably Charlotte. I lick her slowly at first, learning the geography of her again, finding the spots that make her gasp and the spots that make her moan. Her hand comes down to my hair, fingers tangling in it, not pulling but holding on like she needs the anchor.

I lick her sensitive folds, the soft inner lips, then up to the swollen nub of her clit. She's getting wetter, her juices coating my chin, and I love it. I love the way she responds to me, the way her hips tilt forward, seeking more. I slide a finger inside her while I suck on her clit and she cries out, her hand tightening in my hair.

"Oh god, Walter, yes."

I add another finger, curling them up to find that spot inside her, and her legs start to shake. She's close. I can feel it in the way her walls clench around my fingers, in the way her breathing goes ragged. I keep up the pressure, licking and sucking and stroking, and then she's coming, her whole body going taut, a high keening sound escaping her throat.

When the tremors subside I pull back, looking up at her. Her face is flushed, her eyes glassy, her chest heaving. The carefully arranged bun has come loose, auburn tendrils falling around her face. She's never looked more beautiful.

"I need you," she says, her voice rough. "I need your cock, Walter. Please."

She reaches down and fumbles with my belt, her fingers clumsy with urgency. I stand up and help her, unbuckling, unzipping, and then she's pushing my pants and boxer briefs down my hips. My cock springs free, hard and aching, and she wraps her hand around it, stroking once, twice.

"Where do you want to go?" I ask, trying to hold on to some semblance of control. "Couch? Your bed?"

"No." She shakes her head, her eyes locked on mine. "Here. I've always wanted to have sex in a kitchen. I was always too shy before, but not tonight. Tonight is perfect for it."

"You got it, baby."

I position myself between her legs and she guides me to her entrance. I push in slowly, feeling her tight heat envelop me inch by inch. We both moan at the sensation. She's so wet, so ready, and the feeling of her walls gripping me is almost too much.

I glance toward the window. Someone is in the laundry room, I can see movement through the blinds. The window is closed, the blinds are down, but sound carries. They might hear us. I don't care. All I can focus on is Charlotte's half-lidded eyes, the way her lips part on a gasp, the warm silky grip of her pussy on my cock.

I thrust deeper and she wraps her legs around me, pulling me closer. The dress has slipped off her shoulder completely now, and her breasts spill over the top of a lacy bra. I lean down and lick the soft swell of them, tasting salt and perfume, then the bumpy texture of her areola. She moans and squeezes me from inside, her muscles clenching.

I look at her and she's a mess. The careful makeup is smudged, the elegant bun is falling apart, tendrils of hair sticking to her damp forehead. But the sight is more breathtaking than when she first walked into the kitchen, all put together and perfect. This is real. This is honest.

I wrap my hand around her hip, holding her by the ass as I thrust harder, deeper. The takeout boxes shift slightly behind us.

"Want me to pull out?" I ask, even though I don't want to, even though the thought of pulling out right now feels impossible.

"No," Charlotte says, her voice fierce. "Please, Walter. Give me everything."

Everything. The word echoes in my head. My sperm. My seed. Everything. I hesitate for just a second, thinking about what that means, about babies and futures and things I've never let myself want. And then Sara's face flashes in my mind, her mesmerizing and vulnerable blue eyes, and I think about the future she wanted but I wasn’t ready for. The choice I regret.

I keep thrusting, deeper, harder. Charlotte is coming again, I can feel it building, her body tensing against mine, her legs tightening around my waist.

"You got it, baby," I say, and I mean it. "Everything."

I explode inside her, my cock pulsing as I empty myself into her eager pussy. She convulses at the same moment, her walls clenching and releasing around me, milking me, taking everything I have to give. We kiss through it, messy and desperate, and when we finally become still we stay there, pressed together, waiting for our breathing to calm and our hearts to slow.

"Thank you," Charlotte whispers against my lips after a few minutes. "I feel so much better."

After we both clean up in the bathroom, checking our reflections in the mirror like teenagers who just snuck away from a party, we return to the kitchen to finally eat the Chinese food that's been waiting patiently through everything.

Charlotte has put her dress back in order, smoothing the fabric and adjusting the shoulder, though her hair is still a beautiful disaster and her makeup is beyond saving. I've tucked my shirt back in and tried to look like a person who wasn't just having sex against a kitchen island five minutes ago.

We pile food onto plates, opening boxes one after another. Orange chicken, glossy and perfect. Peking duck with thin pancakes and little containers of sauce. Fried rice studded with peas and carrots and bits of egg. Spring rolls that are still somehow crispy despite sitting in their container. Kung pao shrimp, glistening with oil and dotted with red peppers. It's a feast, absurd in its abundance, and we dig in without ceremony.

The orange chicken is as good as it looked, sweet and tangy with just enough heat. I spoon rice onto my plate and mix it with the sauce, the way I always do with Chinese food, and Charlotte laughs.

"You eat like a kid," she says.

"I eat like someone who appreciates efficiency."

"You eat like someone who never learned table manners."

"That too.”

After the banter, we eat in comfortable silence for a while. I watch Charlotte pick at the Peking duck, carefully assembling a pancake with sauce and scallions and a piece of the crispy skin. She's always been methodical and thoughtful about food. I respect it even if I don't understand it.

And then Charlotte breaks the silence. “What’s the progress on your book—the time-travel one? Almost done?”

“Yep,” I say proudly. “I’ve finished the first round of rewrites. It’s ready to go to an editor.”

“Do you have one?”

“Not really. I had one, but she just doubled her fees,” I say. “So I need to find someone else.”

Charlotte’s eyes sparkle. “Why don’t you ask me? I’m an editor.”

“Exactly,” I say. “You’re a professional. I didn’t think you’d want to bother with an amateur’s work.”

“What do you mean, amateur?” she says. “I’ve read Father Who Got Away, and I liked it.”

“You did? You’re not just saying that because of our incredible chemistry?” I joke.

Charlotte laughs, rolling her eyes. “The chemistry definitely helps. But no, that’s not the reason. I genuinely want to help. Let me edit it for you. Please. I won’t charge you a dime.”

“Are you serious?”

“I am,” she says, looking sincere.

“Deal,” I say, chuckling.

We turn our attention to the food after that. For a few minutes, we talk about nothing but the Chinese takeout. Charlotte declares the orange chicken her favorite. I stick with the Peking duck, even if the skin has lost some of its crispness.

And then I recall what Anya said about Charlotte wanting her own place.

"So," I say between bites, "are you planning to move?"

She looks up, surprised. "What?"

"Anya said maybe you wanted your own place. I wasn't sure how serious you were."

Charlotte sets down her fork and takes a sip of wine. "I don't know. I've thought about it. With the settlement money, which I wouldn’t get for at least six more months, I could afford something, maybe. But it's still tight, you know? The Westside isn't exactly affordable, even with a down payment."

"You could always look farther east."

"I could," she agrees, but she doesn't sound enthusiastic. "But my job is here. Anya is here. You're here."

The last part makes something warm settle in my chest. I take a drink of wine to cover whatever expression might be on my face.

"Have you rented out Unit 2 yet?" she asks.

"Yeah, actually. A friend of mine put down a deposit. Sara. She's moving in soon."

"That's good." Charlotte tears off a piece of spring roll and pops it in her mouth. "I'm glad you won't have it sitting empty."

"What about Gabby's place?" I ask. "Didn't she offer to let you stay there?"

Charlotte nods. “She did. It’s so sweet of her. I’ve been tempted. It’s a nice house, right by the beach. But I don’t think I want to keep living in someone else’s space. Even if we get along.”

"So why do you want to move out of Unit 3 in the first place?" I ask. "You and Anya seem like you're getting along fine."

"We are." Charlotte pushes rice around her plate. "I love living with Anya. She's great. But I think she needs more space than she's getting right now."

"Space for what?"

"For writing, for one thing. She's a real artist, Walter. She needs quiet and solitude to do her work in the evenings and weekends, and I'm always around, watching movies, making noise. Even when we're not in the same room, the walls aren't exactly soundproof." She gives me a pointed look. "No offense."

"None taken." I hold up my hands. "It's true. This place was built in the forties. Soundproofing wasn't really a priority."

"Right. So I try to keep the volume down when I'm watching something, but it's not the same. And I can tell it bothers her sometimes, even though she never says anything. She's too polite."

I think about the complaints I’ve gotten over the years—about the baby’s crying, about the dog’s barking. And before that, my own sleepless nights listening to John’s parade of women: the rhythmic thumping against the wall, the high-pitched moans that seemed engineered to carry through plaster and drywall.

Some nights, I’d wanted to kill him. I still might, if we ever ended up neighbors again.

"I get it," I say. "Thin walls are the worst."

"Exactly." Charlotte takes another bite of duck. "Plus I think Anya might want to have you over sometimes without worrying about me being there. You know. For privacy."

I chuckle. It’s true that sometimes Anya prefers having me for herself. That’s why sometimes she comes to my place. But hearing Charlotte say it makes me realize that she wants privacy as well.

"Well," I say slowly, "Unit 6 is opening up in a month. David and his family are moving out."

Charlotte's eyes widen. "Really?"

"Really. If you're interested, you could take it. I'd give you a discount on rent."

Charlotte gasps. "Walter, you don't have to do that."

"I want to. And if the timing doesn't work with the settlement money, we can figure out a payment plan. Partial deferment until you get the full amount. Whatever works."

She stares at me for a moment, and I see her eyes get shiny again. But this time she's smiling. "That would be amazing. Thank you. Really. You don't know how much that helps."

"I have some idea."

We finish eating, making our way through the mountain of food until we're both too full to continue. There's still enough left over to feed us for days. Charlotte starts putting lids back on the containers, stacking them efficiently in the fridge.

"So," she says, closing the refrigerator door and turning to face me. "What are your plans for the rest of the evening?"

"I don't have any. Why?"

She wiggles her eyebrows in a way that's both silly and somehow still sexy. "I was thinking of binge-watching some Passionflix movies. Want to join me?"

I laugh, recalling Winds of Desire and what it did to me the last time. "Passionflix again? Those ridiculous romance movies?"

"They're not ridiculous. They're passionate."

"They're soft-core porn with better lighting."

"Exactly." She grins. "So are you in or not?"

"I'm in," I say, standing up and stretching. "But I'm not responsible for my behavior during the hot scenes."

Charlotte laughs, bright and genuine, and it's the best sound I've heard all day. "I can't wait to see what you'll do."

She takes my hand and leads me toward the living room, and I follow, already knowing exactly how this evening is going to end.


CHAPTER 10
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I wake up early on Saturday with a strange flutter in my chest, something close to excitement but mixed with the kind of nervousness I used to feel before parent-teacher conferences. The feeling surprises me. I shower, dress in clean jeans and a button-down shirt that's only slightly wrinkled, and head out to the bakery on Wilshire before the morning crowd descends.

The woman behind the counter knows me by now, though we've never exchanged names. She bags up a dozen bagels without asking what kind, throwing in a mix she knows I like: sesame, everything, plain, one lonely cinnamon raisin. I grab two tubs of cream cheese from the refrigerator case and pay in cash.

Back home, I arrange everything on the kitchen island with more care than necessary. The bagels go on a wooden cutting board. I set out small plates, cloth napkins I forgot I owned, knives for spreading. I brew a full pot of coffee and the smell fills my apartment, rich and dark. Through the window, morning light slants across the countertop, illuminating dust motes I pretend not to see.

I told the Walker sisters this would be casual, just a small gathering, nothing fancy. But I want it to be memorable. They're going to lose their minds when they figure out who's coming. The thought makes me smile as I wipe down the counter for the third time.

At precisely nine o'clock, the doorbell chimes. My heart does an odd skip. I wipe my palms on my jeans and open the door.

Madison and Hailey stand side by side on my doorstep, both holding something. Hailey cradles a rectangular baking pan covered in aluminum foil. Madison clutches a brown paper bag against her chest. They're dressed casually, Madison in dark jeans and a loose sweater, Hailey in a floral dress that makes her look younger than twenty-five.

"You didn't need to bring anything," I say, stepping aside to let them in. "I told you I would provide bagels."

"We know," Hailey says, her voice soft as always. "I just wanted to bake banana bread for you. Madison says you liked it the last time."

"I did," I say, and it's true. The memory of that moist, perfectly sweet bread comes back to me. "Thank you."

Madison holds up the brown bag. "We went to the farmer's market this morning. Got you these.  The best in town."

I peer inside. Four avocados nestle at the bottom, their skin smooth and dark green, almost glossy.

"Really," I say, not taking her seriously.

"I'm not kidding, Mr. Haines." Madison's blue eyes are bright with enthusiasm. "These are Bacon avocados. The skin is smooth, and the meat is silky. It's a completely different type from Hass, the ones you get at the supermarket."

I look at the avocados again, seeing them with new appreciation. "Thank you. Both of you."

I take the bag and the baking pan and lead them into the kitchen. They follow close behind, chattering quietly to each other, and then both fall silent when they see the spread on the island.

"Oh wow," Madison breathes.

I've set out the bagels, the cream cheese, small bowls of capers and sliced red onion. There's smoked salmon on a plate, and I've opened a tin of sardines because I wasn't sure what else to add. The coffee machine burbles its last few drops into the carafe.

"Help yourselves," I say, gesturing at everything. "Coffee's ready."

I set the banana bread on the counter and start working on the avocados, slicing them in half and scooping out the glossy green flesh. Madison was right. The texture is different, smoother somehow. I arrange the slices on a small plate.

Hailey appears beside me with a knife. "Let me help you slice the bread."

"You don't have to."

"I want to."

We work in companionable silence for a moment. Madison pours herself coffee and leans against the counter, watching us with a small smile.

"So who else is coming?" Madison asks, taking a sip.

"You'll see." I glance at her, trying not to grin. "It's a surprise."

Madison raises an eyebrow. "A surprise?"

"You're terrible at keeping secrets, Walter," Hailey says, carefully cutting the banana bread into even slices. "Your face gives everything away."

"Does it?" I touch my cheek absently.

"Yes," Madison says. "“You’re not nearly as mysterious as you think. But we'll let you have your fun."

The conversation shifts. Madison sets down her coffee cup and fixes me with an expectant look. "So. Have you started reading the books we lent you? The Kate Wylde ones?"

"I have," I say carefully.

"And?"

"It's quite spicy."

They both laugh. Hailey covers her face with one hand, her cheeks flushing pink. Madison grins wickedly.

"Too spicy for you, Mr. Haines?" Madison teases.

“No, just… different from what I usually read.” I clear my throat. “But it’s well written. Genuinely.”

“You sound surprised,” Hailey says, lowering her hand.

“I’m not. I mean, I knew it would be good. I just wasn’t prepared for the level of…” I search for the right word. “Detail.”

Hailey laughs again, louder this time. “Detail. That’s one way to put it.”

“Liar,” Madison says. “You were totally prepared. You were turned on by my costume. You knew exactly what you signed up for.”

I raise both hands in surrender. “Okay, you got me, ladies. Yes, I knew what to expect. And I appreciated the detail.”

They exchange a smirk. “That sounds better.”

“Well,” Madison says, leaning forward, “now we need to read your books too. Just to be fair.”

"Not a problem. I've got some proof copies around here somewhere." I pause. "But I have to warn you, my books are in a very different style from Hailey's. You might get bored."

"We won't," Hailey says firmly.

"We promise," Madison adds.

The doorbell chimes again. I glance at the clock. Right on time, though Anya claimed she'd be late.

"That'll be her," I say. "I'll be right back."

I leave them in the kitchen and walk to the front door, my pulse quickening slightly. When I open it, Anya stands there in running clothes, her dark blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, a light sheen of sweat on her forehead.

"You're late," I say quietly. "Your fans are waiting."

"Sorry." She steps inside, slightly breathless. "I ran into a really talkative woman during my morning jog on the beach. Couldn't get away."

"Well, come on. Time for your big entrance. Charlotte isn’t coming?"

“No, she wants to sleep in,” she says, wriggling her brows. “She feels exhausted and I wonder why.”

I respond with the allusion with a chuckle as I lead her to the kitchen. Madison and Hailey are examining the banana bread, discussing whether it's moist enough, completely absorbed in their conversation. They look up when we enter.

I clear my throat. "Ladies, may I present to you your favorite bestselling author, Anya Petrov?"

Anya laughs, waving a hand dismissively. "Walter, you're being ridiculous."

Madison and Hailey both frown slightly.

“Wait,” Hailey says, looking at Anya. “What?”

Anya shifts her weight, suddenly self-conscious. “I write romance,” she says.

There’s a beat.

Madison’s eyes widen. She stares at Anya as if seeing her for the first time. “No,” she breathes.

Hailey’s gaze flicks to me. “She’s the surprise?”

Before Anya can answer, Madison lets out a strangled squeal and clamps both hands over her mouth. “Oh my God. Oh my GOD. You wrote Winds of Desire! That’s why Mr. Haines was reading it!”

Hailey blinks rapidly, still processing.

Madison rushes forward and throws her arms around Anya, who laughs and hugs her back.

“I can’t believe this,” Madison says, her voice muffled against Anya’s shoulder. “I love your books. I’ve read everything you’ve written. I can’t believe we’re neighbors.”

Hailey’s expression shifts as the pieces fall into place. “Oh my God,” she says softly. “You’re the surprise.” She lets out a short, disbelieving laugh.

Anya lifts a shoulder. “Guilty.”

Madison steps back, pressing a hand to her chest. “You wrote Winds of Desire. And we’ve been chatting about laundry schedules.”

“I didn’t think it mattered,” Anya replies lightly.

They settle around the island, fixing plates, pouring more coffee. The conversation flows easily now, all nervousness dissolved. They talk about writing routines, favorite tropes, the challenges of marketing. Anya asks about their pen name, how they chose it, whether they write together or separately.

"We plot together," Madison explains, gesturing with a bagel. "But Hailey does most of the actual writing. I help with editing. I'm better at marketing and social media."

"That's a valuable skill," Anya says. "I'm terrible at social media."

"Same," I mutter.

At some point, Anya turns to Hailey. "What subgenre do you focus on?"

Hailey's cheeks flush again. She glances at Madison, who nods encouragingly. "BDSM romance," Hailey says quietly.

Anya's eyebrows rise with interest, not judgment. "Really? I'd love to read your work."

"I can lend you some," Hailey says, her voice gaining confidence.

I walk over to the bookshelf in the living room and return with the books Hailey lent me. "You can take a look but can't have these," I say, holding them up. "I haven't finished reading them yet."

"You're reading them?" Anya looks genuinely touched.

"Of course I am."

"I have more copies," Hailey tells Anya. "Different editions. I can bring them over if you're interested."

"Absolutely," Anya says.

The conversation continues, ideas bouncing between them. Hailey sets down her coffee cup suddenly, her eyes bright. "We should start a writers' group. Every Saturday, or maybe Sunday. We could read works in progress, help each other edit, brainstorm solutions when we're stuck."

"I love that idea," Madison says immediately.

Anya nods thoughtfully. "We should invite other people too. Not just writers. Editors, translators. Different perspectives."

I understand who she means. Charlotte. Gabby. "That would be exciting," I say. "We can meet here, if you want."

"And we'll provide banana bread," Hailey offers.

"And bacon avocados," Madison adds with a grin.

I sip my coffee, watching these three women talk, their enthusiasm filling my small kitchen with warmth. I've never been to a writers' group before. The idea always seemed too exposing, too vulnerable. Sharing unfinished work, accepting criticism, admitting I need help. But I can't say no to these enthusiastic, generous women.

Maybe it's time I try something new. I've never really been a social animal, always preferred my own company, my own thoughts. But sitting here with them, I realize I enjoy this. The energy, the passion, the way they build on each other's ideas without tearing anything down.

I enjoy being with these amazing women.


CHAPTER 11
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The fan meeting lasts about two hours. By the time the women are ready to leave, my kitchen is cleaner than when they arrived. They insist on helping, washing dishes and wiping counters while chattering about plots and character arcs. When I close the door behind them, the apartment feels suddenly quiet, but not empty. It feels full, somehow.

I glance at the clock. Just past eleven. I have the whole afternoon ahead of me.

I settle at my desk with a fresh cup of coffee and open my laptop. The manuscript for my time-travel novel fills the screen, lines I’ve read and reread so many times they begin to blur together. This is the final round of touch-ups before I hand it over to Charlotte. I could send it to her now, but I keep finding small things to adjust—an awkward sentence, a softer transition, a word that doesn’t quite land. I tell myself it’s craft. In truth, I’m reluctant to let it go.

I skim through the pages, tracing Peter Chronin’s messy, stubborn journey once again. The ending remains inconclusive. Peter isn’t exactly happy with the life he’s rewritten for himself, but he has made peace with it. Or at least he’s trying to. That feels more honest.

Now I have to think about a title. I jot down the ones circling in my head: The Illusion of Second Chances. The Past We Tried to Fix. I still can’t decide.

My phone rings, jarring me out of contemplation. I blink at the screen. Gabby.

"Hello?"

"Walter, hi." Her voice is warm, slightly rushed. "Are you free this afternoon?"

"I can be. What's up?"

"My ex is coming to pick up Emma for a sports charity event at the university, and then dinner. I'll be home alone, and I was wondering if you'd like to come over." She pauses. "I want to go over some things with you about your book. And we could hang out by the pool. You seemed interested in it last time you were here."

The pool. I remember glimpsing it through the glass doors, the water shimmering in evening light.

"I'd like that," I say.

"Great. Jonas is picking up Emma at one, so you could come anytime after that." Another pause. "Sorry for the short notice. The plan wasn't finalized until this morning."

“It’s fine. What time should I be there?”

“Whenever you want. Around two?”

I glance at the clock. It’s about twelve-thirty. “OK. I’ll aim for two.”

"Perfect. See you then."

I return to my manuscript, but my concentration is fractured. I check the clock every few minutes. Finally, I save my work and stand, stretching muscles that have gone stiff. I rummage through my closet until I find swim trunks I haven't worn in years, faded navy blue with a small tear near the pocket. They'll do. I grab a towel, stuff everything into my gym bag, and head out.

The drive to Gabby's house takes twenty minutes. I whistle along to the radio, some old song I half remember. I appreciate Gabby's company, the way she genuinely engages with my work. She understands the emotional undercurrents in my writing, sees things I didn't know I'd put there. I wish my French was better. I'd love to read her translation, to see my words transformed into another language.

The beach is as crowded as expected on a weekend. I turn onto her street and my good mood falters. A silver Mercedes-Benz sits in the driveway. I know it's not Gabby's car. I've seen her BMW, modest and practical.

I park on the street and kill the engine. Maybe Jonas is running late. Maybe he's just arriving.

I walk toward the house, gym bag slung over my shoulder. I'm still ten feet from the front door when it opens.

Emma steps out first, followed by a tall man in his fifties, balding, wearing a polo shirt and khaki shorts. He has the look of someone who once played sports and still dresses like he does. This must be Jonas.

I stop walking. This is awkward. Gabby said Jonas would be here at one. It's almost two now.

But maybe it's not awkward. They've been divorced for years. I'm just a friend visiting. Besides, it’s too late to return to my car because Emma has already spotted me.

She's wearing a t-shirt with the West LA University logo, athletic shorts, running shoes. She looks like a well-behaved college student standing next to her father. Her expression shifts when our eyes meet, a pout melting into something brighter.

"Hi, Walter," she says, waving slightly. "Does Mom know you're coming?"

"Yes, she does." I nod at Jonas, who's studying me with open curiosity.

I walk past them, feeling their eyes on my back. Behind me, I hear Jonas's voice, low and questioning. "Who's that?"

Emma's response carries clearly. "That's Mom's new boyfriend."

I can't help the small chuckle that escapes. Boyfriend. The title feels absurd, like something from high school. But I remember what I went through to earn it. The badminton game and the seduction that came with it.

The front door opens before I can knock. Gabby stands there, apologetic smile already in place.

"Sorry about the timing," she says, ushering me inside. "Jonas was late. Work obligation at his dental clinic. Some clients showed up without appointments."

"It's fine."

She closes the door and leans against it, sighing. "Believe it or not, punctuality is not Jonas's strong suit. Neither is planning. Emma asked him a month ago about this event, but he wasn't sure until this morning whether he could make it. And then he showed up an hour and a half late."

"Emma didn't look happy."

"She wasn't." Gabby's expression darkens. "Her father keeps letting her down. It's been like this since we were married. He was rarely on time to pick her up when she was little, and she was always so excited to see him. She'd wait by the window, watching for his car."

I reach out and rub her back gently. "But he came. That's something. Better late than never, right?"

Gabby looks at me, some of the tension leaving her face. "Thank you for saying that. For seeing the bright side."

"That's not usually my strong suit either."

She smiles, a real one this time. "Come on. Let me show you the pool."

She leads me through the house, past the living room where I noticed her bookshelves last time, through the kitchen with its granite countertops and expensive appliances, to the glass doors that open onto the deck.

The pool is kidney-shaped, not large but inviting, surrounded by warm terracotta tiles. Cypress trees enclose the yard, providing privacy and dappled shade. The water is clear, catching the afternoon light. The temperature is perfect, warm enough to make the thought of cool water appealing.

"This is nice," I say.

"I don't use it as much as I should." Gabby gestures toward a small structure at the far end. "Pool house is there. You can change. I'll make us some margaritas and join you in a minute."

She disappears back into the house. I stand there for a moment, looking at the water, feeling a flutter of anticipation that has nothing to do with swimming.

Inside the pool house, I change quickly, tugging on the swim trunks that are looser than I remember. I step out onto the deck. The tiles are warm under my bare feet. I approach the pool's edge and dip a toe in. The water is perfect, cool enough to be refreshing but not shocking. I wade down the steps and push off, swimming toward the far end.

My form is rusty. I haven't swum in years, maybe three or four, since before my father died. But muscle memory kicks in. I find a rhythm, arms cutting through water, legs kicking steadily. I swim back and forth a few times, feeling my shoulders loosen, my breathing deepen. By the third lap, I'm enjoying myself.

I stand in the shallow end to rest, water dripping from my hair. That's when the glass door slides open.

Gabby steps onto the deck in a yellow bikini, carrying a tray with a glass pitcher and two glasses. My heart skips a beat.

The bikini is tiny, two small triangles of fabric covering her breasts, a strip of the same yellow material riding low on her hips. Her skin is tan, smooth, her figure petite but curved in all the right places. Her breasts are only half covered, the swell of them visible above the bikini top. Her stomach is flat, showing the faint definition of muscle. And her buttocks, I can see now as she turns to set the tray on a small table, are firm and round, the bikini bottom leaving little to imagination.

My eyes are glued to her as she walks toward the pool's edge.

"You look like you've never seen a woman in a bikini," she says, and there's laughter in her voice.

"I've seen plenty," I say, trying to recover. "But it's the first time I've seen you in a bikini. You look breathtaking."

She giggles, actually giggles, and the sound makes me smile. "Thanks. That's flattering." She gestures at the tray. "Now, would you like to try my home version of Classic Margarita?"

"Of course."

I haul myself out of the pool, water streaming off me. I grab my towel from the chair and dry off quickly. When I look up, I catch Gabby's eyes roaming over my body, her gaze appreciative.

"You look great too," she says. "Do you go to the gym besides jogging on the beach?"

"No, but I do weights at home sometimes." I sit down in one of the deck chairs. "Nothing serious."

She pours a margarita into a glass and hands it to me. Our fingers brush. I take a sip and sigh. Sharp lime hits first, bright and tangy, followed by the slow warmth of tequila spreading through my chest.

"This is excellent," I say.

"Family recipe." She picks up her phone from the table and swipes through screens. Music starts playing, soft and melodic. French songs, old ones, the kind that sound romantic even when you don't understand the words.

She pours herself a drink and settles into the chair beside mine. "So how was your day so far?"

"It was great, actually." I tell her about the fan meeting, about Madison and Hailey meeting Anya, their excitement and enthusiasm. "They completely lost it when they realized who she was."

Gabby laughs. "Anya must have been flattered."

"She was. And we're starting a writers' group. Every week, probably Saturday or Sunday. We'll meet at my place, share work in progress, and help each other." I pause. "You're invited. Anya suggested we include editors and translators. Different perspectives."

Her eyes light up. "Really? I'd love that."

"Good. I'll let you know when we figure out the schedule."

She finishes her margarita and stands. "The water looks perfect." She walks to the pool's edge and steps in carefully, gasping a little. "Oh, it feels amazing."

She wades deeper, until the water reaches her waist, and then she leans back, floating on her back. Her body stretches out, her toes breaking the surface. She begins doing the backstroke, her arms moving in slow, graceful arcs.

There's something hypnotic about watching her. The yellow bikini bright against the blue water, her body moving with fluid confidence. She kicks lazily, sending small ripples across the pool's surface.

"Come join me," she calls.

I set down my glass and slip back into the water. The second time feels better, as my body has already adjusted to the temperature. I swim toward her, matching her lazy pace.

We swim side by side for a while, not speaking, just moving through water. Then she stops and treads water, grinning at me.

"Race you to the other end?"

"Seriously?"

"Why not?"

"You're going to beat me."

"Probably." Her grin widens. "But try anyway."

We line up at the shallow end. She counts down. "Three, two, one, go!"

I push off hard, putting everything into it. My arms churn, my legs kick frantically. I can hear her beside me, keeping pace easily. She's a much better swimmer, her form clean and efficient. I'm all splash and effort.

She touches the wall a full two seconds before me. I arrive gasping, laughing at myself.

"Not bad," she says, not even breathing hard.

"Liar."

"Okay, you're terrible. But you tried."

We rest against the pool's edge, shoulders touching. Music drifts from her phone, a woman singing in French, her voice melancholy and beautiful.

"When did you learn to swim?" she asks.

"When I was about ten. My mom enrolled me in lessons after school and on weekends."

"She sounds like a good mother."

"She was. Is." I pause, thinking. "My dad was never around for that stuff. Always working. So Mom did it all. Driving me to lessons, sitting in the bleachers, cheering me on even when I was flailing around like a drowning cat."

Gabby smiles. "You mention that in your book. Eric wishes his father would take him to his swimming lessons, but his father's never available."

I turn to look at her. "You remember that detail?"

"I remember a lot of details." She touches my arm lightly. "It's a good book, Walter. Really good."

"Thank you." The words feel inadequate. "My dad was a lot like Jonas, actually. Good man, provided for us, but never really present. Always working, always busy. I think that's part of why my parents divorced."

She nods slowly. "Emma said the same thing after she read your book. She saw the parallels."

I blink, surprised. "Emma read my book?"

"She did. She actually bought a copy." Gabby's smile is soft now, almost tender. "She liked it. She wants you to sign it."

"I'll be happy to do that." I'm genuinely touched. Emma, the girl who tested me with badminton and skeptical looks, read my novel. "I didn't think it would be her kind of thing."

"You might be surprised what Emma likes." Gabby's voice holds a note I can't quite identify. "She's more complex than she seems."

We float there in comfortable silence, the water lapping gently around us, the French music playing, the afternoon sun warm on our faces. I feel something settle in my chest, something like contentment. Maybe even happiness.
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Gabby moves closer, her body brushing against mine. She wraps her arms around my neck, fingers playing with the hair at my nape. "I've missed you," she says softly.

"I've missed you too."

I reach up and tuck a strand of wet hair behind her ear. Then I lean in and kiss her. Her lips are soft, tasting of lime and tequila. She presses closer, and I feel the curves of her body against mine, slick skin on skin.

My hand moves down her back, tracing the line of her spine. I cup her ass, squeezing gently, and she moans into my mouth. She grinds against me and I feel my cock hardening, pressing against her stomach.

She breaks the kiss, breathing hard. In one smooth motion, she flips us so my back is against the pool wall. The tiles are cool against my shoulders.

"I want more," she says, her voice low and rough.

I slip my hand between us, fingers finding the edge of her bikini bottom. The fabric is just a thin strip, easy to move aside. I slide my fingers underneath, moving lower until I reach her center.

She's wet, and not just from the pool. Slick and hot against my fingers.

She gazes at me, her eyes dark with lust, pupils dilated. Her lips are parted, her breathing shallow. "Please," she whispers.

I use my free hand to push down the top of her bikini, freeing her breasts. They're beautiful, pale with dusky pink nipples already hard. I lean down and take one into my mouth, sucking gently.

She moans, loud enough that I worry for a second about the neighbors. But the music is still playing, and the cypress trees provide a screen. I dismiss the thought and focus on her.

My tongue circles her nipple while my fingers explore her folds, finding her clit and rubbing in slow circles. She gasps and throws her head back, her hands gripping my shoulders.

"Please," she says again. "I need you inside me."

I slide one finger into her, feeling her walls clench around me. She's tight and hot and perfect. I add a second finger, curling them slightly, searching for the spot that will make her lose control.

I find it. She cries out, her nails digging into my skin. I pump my fingers slowly while my mouth moves to her other breast, giving it the same attention. Licking, sucking, occasionally grazing with my teeth.

Her hips start moving, riding my hand. I increase the pace, matching her rhythm. My thumb finds her clit again, pressing and circling.

"Oh god," she moans. "Oh god, Walter, yes."

I feel her tightening around my fingers, her whole body tensing. I suck harder on her nipple, thrust deeper, and she comes with a loud moan that echoes across the water. Her walls pulse around my fingers, her body shaking.

She sags against me for a moment, breathing hard. Then she lifts her head and looks at me with a wicked smile.

"Now I need your cock," she says.

Her hand moves down my stomach, tracing the muscles there, and then lower. She reaches the waistband of my trunks and tugs them down. My cock springs free, hard and aching.

She wraps her hand around it, and I groan at the sensation. Her fingers are small, soft, but her grip is firm. She strokes me slowly, base to tip, her thumb swiping over the head.

I kiss her again, deep and hungry. My hands find her waist, pulling her closer. She keeps stroking me, faster now, and I break the kiss to throw my head back and stare at the sky.

The sensation is incredible. Her hand, the water, the warmth of the sun. I thrust into her grip, unable to stop myself.

"Hi Mom, I'm back."

The voice cuts through everything. Emma's voice.

I curse under my breath. Gabby pulls back immediately, her hand leaving my cock. I turn my head, disoriented.

Emma is standing by the pool, maybe ten feet away. She's wearing a bikini. The same yellow bikini as her mother's, identical in every way.

I discreetly pull my trunks back up, tucking myself away as best I can underwater. My heart is pounding, but not from arousal anymore. From panic.

Gabby composes herself quickly, pushing her bikini top back into place with calm and ease. Her face shows nothing, no embarrassment, no shock. Like nothing unusual happened at all.

"Why are you back so soon?" she asks, her voice perfectly calm.

"The event was more or less over when we got there," Emma says. She's not looking away, not acting surprised. "And I didn't feel like having dinner with Dad."

She walks to the pool's edge and steps in without hesitation, not waiting for permission. "May I join you?"

"Of course, honey," Gabby says.

I look at Emma, trying to gauge how much she saw. Her face is hard to read, but the fact that she's already wearing a bikini suggests she's been back for a while. Long enough to go inside, change, and come back out.

Fuck.

Gabby and Emma stand side by side now, in their matching yellow bikinis. Gabby is explaining, "I ordered two of the same thing online. We share the same taste in a lot of things. Clothing, books, music."

They do look almost like twins, despite the age difference. But Emma is plumper, curvier. Or maybe her bikini is a size smaller? The top strains against her breasts, and I can see the edges of her areolas peeking out.

I avert my eyes quickly, focusing on Gabby instead. I swim away, trying to put distance between us, between all of us. I need space to think, to process what just happened.

I'm barely at the other end of the pool when I hear someone following. I stop and turn.

It's Emma. She gazes at my torso openly, unabashedly, her eyes traveling from my chest down to my stomach. Her expression is approving.

"Want to race me?" she asks.

I pause. Racing isn’t exactly my thing, especially since I already lost one to Gabby. But Emma looks eager, and I don’t have the heart to decline. "Is this another test?"

She smiles, slow and knowing. "No. Just a pop quiz."

I shrug, trying to appear casual despite my still-racing heart. "Why not?"

We line up at one end of the pool. Emma stretches her arms above her head, loosening her shoulders. She's taking this more seriously than I expected.

"Ready?" she asks.

"As I'll ever be."

"On three. One, two, three!"

She explodes forward, arms slicing through the water.

I push off a second later, trying to catch up. But Emma is fast—her rhythm steady, her kick driving her ahead of me. She cuts through the water like she was born in it.

I give it everything I have, arms churning, legs kicking hard. The water rushes past my face. For a moment, I'm not thinking about what just almost happened with Gabby, or the awkwardness of Emma's arrival. I'm just swimming, racing, feeling ten years old again when winning a race felt like the most important thing in the world.

Emma touches the wall first. I arrive a second later, gasping and laughing.

"I didn't try that hard," I say, teasing her while catching my breath.

"Liar," Emma says, grinning. "You gave it your all and I still beat you."

Gabby swims over and wraps her arms around Emma. "You're a champ, honey."

Emma hugs her mother back.

Then Gabby turns to me, "You did well too," she says. Still smiling, she pulls me close. She kisses me on the mouth, quick but affectionate.

“Thank you,” I say, kissing her back.

When we break the kiss, my eyes fall on Emma, who’s watching us.

Emma makes a face. "You two should get a room."

"We will later," Gabby says without missing a beat.

Emma's eyebrows rise, but she doesn't comment. Instead, she pushes away from us and starts swimming backstroke, her arms moving in steady arcs. She swims to the far end of the pool and keeps going, back and forth, creating distance.

Gabby watches her for a moment, then leans close to me and whispers, "She likes you."

"How do you know?"

"Emma has never been in the pool with any man other than her father. Not boyfriends, not friends. Never."

I glance at Emma, still backstroking away from us. "I'm glad to have earned her approval."

Gabby laughs softly. "Stop being so modest. You're a very likable man, Walter."

She presses me back against the pool wall, her body flush against mine. Her mouth finds mine again, this time slower, deeper. Her tongue slides between my lips and I open for her, kissing her back.

Her hand moves down my chest, over my stomach, and then lower. She finds my cock through my trunks, still half hard from our interrupted encounter. She palms me through the fabric, squeezing gently.

I hesitate, pulling back slightly. "Gabby..."

"Shh." She kisses me again. "Emma's not paying attention."

I want to believe that. I want to let this happen. Her hand feels incredible, even through the fabric. I glance over her shoulder. Emma is still backstroking, facing away from us. And Gabby’s body is shielding us from her view.

Gabby's hand slips inside my trunks. Her fingers wrap around my cock and I groan into her mouth.

I stop resisting.

She strokes me slowly, her grip firm. Her other hand braces against my chest, holding herself steady in the water. I close my eyes and let myself feel it. The warmth of her hand, the coolness of the water, the heat building in my belly.

She's skillful. She knows exactly how much pressure to use, how fast to move. She massages the base with her palm while her fingers work the shaft. Every few strokes, her thumb swipes over the head, spreading the precum that's already leaking.

I thrust into her hand, unable to stop myself. My hands find her waist, gripping tight.

Gabby's mouth moves from mine, leaving a trail of kisses across my jaw to my neck. She licks the hollow of my throat, then moves higher to my ear. Her tongue traces the shell of it, and then she whispers, "Come for me."

Her hand speeds up. I'm close, so close. I focus on the sensation, the tightening in my balls, the way every nerve in my body seems to be concentrated in my cock.

And then I realize how quiet it is.

The music is still playing, but the rhythmic splashing has stopped. I open my eyes and turn my head.

Emma is at the far end of the pool, facing us. She's leaning against the wall, one hand on the deck for balance. Her other hand is underwater.

And it's moving.

I realize what she's doing. My cock jolts in Gabby's hand.

Fuck. Emma is touching herself.

Gabby is licking my neck, oblivious. Her hand pumps faster and I thrust harder. Gabby's mouth moves to my ear again.

"Come for me," she says, louder this time. Loud enough that the words travel across the water.

Emma glances at us. Her face is flushed, her lips parted. Her hand moves faster under the water. And then her other hand moves from the deck to her body, cupping her breast over the tiny yellow bikini top. She squeezes, her fingers digging into the soft flesh.

I groan, the sound torn from my throat. Gabby's hand is relentless, stroking me fast and hard. I'm past the point of no return. I thrust into her grip, once, twice, and then I come.

Pleasure rips through me, white-hot and overwhelming. My cock pulses in Gabby's hand, shooting rope after rope of cum. It mixes with the pool water, dissipating instantly.

Over my own groaning, I hear a stifled whimper from across the pool.

I open my eyes. Emma is convulsing, her body rigid against the wall. Her hand is still moving underwater, slower now, drawing out her pleasure. She's gasping for air, her chest heaving.

The sight makes my cock twitch again, shooting out one more weak stream.

Minutes pass. Or maybe just seconds. Time feels distorted.

The pool is quiet now. The only sound is breathing. Gabby's, mine, and faintly, Emma's.

Gabby lets go of me and stands next to me, leaning her head on my shoulder. "How did I do?" she asks softly.

"You did fantastic," I say. My voice sounds rough.

I turn slightly and stamp a kiss on her forehead. She sighs contentedly.

Across the pool, Emma is resting now, both hands on the deck, her breathing slowly returning to normal. She's staring at me, biting her bottom lip. Her expression is complex, a mix of satisfaction and something else. Challenge, maybe. Or invitation.

I wonder if I've passed her pop quiz.
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Sample Chapter from A Deal with the Landlady

I'm sweating buckets as I push the old lawnmower back and forth across Mrs. Jones’s overgrown grass. She watches from her porch, sipping iced tea like some Southern queen on her throne, her eyes following me more closely than I'd like. Every once in a while, she calls out to fix this or trim that, her voice all sugar but with that edge that tells you she's seen too much to let anything slip by.

"Make sure you get those edges, Alex dear," she drawls, fanning herself with a magazine. "A job worth doing is worth doing well."

Wiping my brow, I nod. Of course, Mrs. Jones." I can't afford to slack off, not with Mom's health the way it is and Daisy still in school. Dad's gone, two years now since he drove that truck straight into a tree. Drunk. It's just us now, and college is looming, the financial aid falling short by miles.

The sun is beating down on my back as I finish up. Mrs. Jones inspects my work, her sharp eyes missing nothing. She clicks her tongue in approval, but when she pulls out her wallet, she hands me two twenties instead of the forty-five we agreed on.

"Seems I'm a bit short today, love," she apologizes, though her tone suggests she isn't that sorry. "You'll take it next time, won't you?"

"Sure thing," I say, even as my mind races through our dwindling finances. "No problem, Mrs. Jones."

I haul the mower across the street to our place—a craftsman-style house that’s seen better days. I put it in the shed next to the driveway and head for the porch. As I reach the front steps, the purr of an engine draws my attention. A sports sedan slides into view, parking right in front of our house. I stop, hand on the railing, as a woman steps out.

Red hair, bright as flames, spills over the shoulders of her halter top. Her skirt hugs her curves, and I can't help but notice how the sun glints off her legs. She's all confident as she strides towards me, and it takes a second too long to realize she's not just some stranger with a taste for speed and style.

She's Silvia Smith, our landlady. What's she doing here? I haven't called her about anything. The bathroom tub is still clogged, but that's on me to fix. Mom must've reached out without telling me.

As I wonder about the purpose of her visit, Ms. Smith strides across the lawn, wavy auburn hair bouncing with each confident step, that short skirt of hers clinging like a second skin. My teenage desires bubble up within me but I quickly push away any inappropriate thoughts. What could she possibly want?

"Hey, Ms. Smith," I call out, lifting a hand in greeting. "How are you doing?"

She stops right in front of me, and her green eyes widen as if she's seen a ghost. "Oh my God. You're Alex?" Her voice is equal parts surprise and something else.

"Yep, that's me." I wipe a bead of sweat from my forehead.

"Wow, you've grown up, so tall. How long's it been?"

"Five years, I think." Last time she saw me, I was all knees and elbows, chasing after a soccer ball in the street.

"My goodness." She scans me top to bottom, and I can feel every inch of my exposed skin under her gaze. "I thought you were some gardener your mom hired."

I can't help a short laugh, even as my cheeks warm. "Just helping out Mrs. Jones across the street."

"Ah, I see." Her eyes hold on me a tick too long before she snaps back into landlady mode. "Your mom around? "

“Yeah, but she might still be napping. Is something wrong?" I ask, hoping it's not what I think it is.

Her lips press tight. "You're behind on the rent, Alex."

"Behind?" The word hits like a punch. Mom hasn't said a word.

“Yup. Two weeks behind.”

"Sure, come in," I say, stepping aside to let Silvia pass. The air between us feels charged, and I quickly look away to hide my discomfort. "I'm sorry I didn't know about the rent. I'll talk to my mom."

"Okay, Alex." Her voice is soft, but there's a firmness to it that tells me this isn't just a courtesy visit.

The living room is empty. My sister Daisy is at a friend's house and won't be back until afternoon. I show Silvia to the couch and go to my mom’s bedroom.

"Mom?" I knock gently on her door. It's late morning, but Mom is unable to break free from erratic sleep patterns because of low spirits. "Ms. Smith is here."

I hear silence, then shuffling. The doorknob jiggles and there's Mom, eyes bleary, hair a mess. "What's going on?"

"Rent's due, we're behind." My words are blunt, edged with frustration. "Why didn't you say anything?"

"Forgot," she mumbles, rubbing at her eyes. "Just... give me a minute."

I rush to the bathroom, splashing cold water on my face, neck, and arms, trying to scrub away the grime and sweat from Mrs. Jones’s yard. The coolness is a brief respite from the heat and stress that feels like it’s stuck to my body. I give myself a quick once-over in the mirror—good enough for now—and then head back into the living room.

"Would you like something to drink?" I ask Silvia, hoping hospitality can smooth over the tension.

"No, I'm fine. Thanks," she answers, her gaze sweeping over the worn furniture and faded family photos on the walls.

Mom shuffles in soon after, wearing a hastily thrown-on robe over pajamas. "I'm sorry, Silvia," she starts with an apologetic wince. "Could we perhaps have an extension? I'm short on cash."

Silvia's silence stretches a moment too long before she speaks, her voice gentle but firm. "Lucy, I know you're having a hard time at the moment. And I have been allowing extensions in the past year, but I can't keep doing it."

A heavy sound escapes from Mom’s lips, filled with a mix of concern and exhaustion. "Is there another way? Can I offer you some kind of services? You've got many rental properties. Perhaps I can clean the vacant rooms for you, and Alex, he's quite good with his hands. He can be your handyman, or painter... He painted his sister's room a while ago..." As her words fade away, I see a mix of hope and desperation in her gaze.

"Mom," I protest with a mix of disbelief and discomfort twisting in my gut. I'm not used to being the center of a bartering deal, especially not one that involves working off rent. Silvia's eyes lock onto mine again, sizing me up like I'm some kind of prize pig at the county fair.

"Not a bad idea," she muses, breaking the silence. "I have a handyman, but I can use a gardener. When can you begin?"

My mouth hangs open, surprised at the speed of her acceptance. It's happening so fast. "Anytime," I rush out, scrambling to regain some sense of control. "I don't have much to do during the weekdays for now." I swallow hard; community college is still a month away.

"Great," Silvia says. She leans back, looking casual as anything, and drops another question like it's nothing. "What do you do during the weekends?"

"I work at Lakewood Country Club," I answer, trying to keep my voice from betraying the sudden nervousness that grips me.

"Really?" She arches an eyebrow, a spark of interest lighting up her eyes. "I didn't know you worked there. I’m a member there."

"Just started last month." I shift my weight, feeling her gaze like it's tangible, sliding over my skin.

Silvia nods, smiling faintly as if she's got a secret or she's imagining me balancing trays and taking orders. Then she shakes her head slightly, pulling herself back to the present. "How's tomorrow? I have a few places that need to be taken care of."

"Sure, no problem." I straighten up, determined to appear reliable. "Just let me know the addresses."

"Will do." Silvia whips out her phone with practiced ease, her thumb already flying over the screen. "I'll text you now."

I exchange a glance with Mom, who is all smiles. I know she’s hoping this deal could be what keeps us afloat just a little longer. But I can't shake the twist in my stomach, the sense that I'm stepping into something deeper than just gardening for our landlady.

The vibration in my pocket brings me back to the moment. I pull out my phone, Silvia's message lighting up the screen.

"Go to that one first. I'll meet you there at nine. And then I'll tell you where to go next,” she says.

"Yes ma'am," I say. "Do I need to bring my own equipment?"

"Yes," she says, gathering her purse and standing from our worn couch. "Do you have a truck?"

"I do."

"Perfect. I'll see you tomorrow then. If you are as good as your mom says, then you'll probably be needed all day long. To cover the rent, you'll need to work for me for at least a week."

"Sounds good." A grin spreads across my face, eager to make a dent in those looming bills. I don't dive into the details or the sum. A deal's a deal, especially with her.

"Thank you so much, Silvia," Mom says as we walk her to the door, her voice heavy with relief.

We usher Silvia out to her modern vehicle. Silvia slides into the driver's seat, a nod and a smile, and then she's gone, leaving me and my mom standing in our driveway.

"Alex..." Mom's voice is soft, her hand finding mine, small and warm. She squeezes gently. "I'm so sorry. You're still a kid, and you've got all these burdens..."

"Mom, stop." I interrupt. "I'm not a kid anymore. It's my job to take care of things now. Me, you, Daisy."

"Your dad would've been so proud," she murmurs, more to herself than to me.

We head back across the yard, side by side. I fight the urge to shake off her words, to tell her to start living again instead of just existing. But I bite my tongue because I know it won't help. Mom still hasn’t gotten over the tragedy.

Inside, I grab a glass of water, gulp it down, trying to wash away the bitterness that creeps up whenever Dad's memory surfaces. Responsible wasn't his thing. Not when it mattered most.

I cannot bring myself to forgive him for driving under the influence, and leaving his family behind. What he did to Mom is even worse. She used to be full of life and joy, but now she rarely leaves the house anymore.

I’ve got to let it go. I take a deep breath, placing the empty glass on the counter with more force than necessary, and head for my bathroom.

Water gushes from the showerhead, pelting my skin in a comforting rhythm. I step under the stream, heat enveloping me, and with a deep breath, I try to steady my racing thoughts. Tomorrow isn't just another day. It's the start of something new, working for Silvia—landlord turned boss.

The image of her today, how she looked at me over, sends an unexpected jolt through me. The memory of her when I was thirteen resurfaces—those curves barely contained by her dress, breasts that made my teenage self ache with want. Back then, she didn't even see me. Now, those same green eyes lingered on me like I'm... what? A man?

My hand drifts down, fingers wrapping around my cock as I recall the way her boobs seemed to defy gravity, pale and perfect. I've fantasized about them more times than I can count. How does her skin stay so milky white under this relentless Texas sun?

Before I know it, I'm lost in the fantasy of slipping that dress off her shoulders, revealing the soft mounds underneath. The thought of being both employed and tempted by her is intoxicating, even frightening. My grip tightens, movements becoming urgent as the fantasy takes hold—Silvia, naked, wanting me.

"Fuck," I gasp as I come, hot spurts hitting the cool tile wall. I quickly turn, rinsing away the evidence of my desire, feeling a pang of guilt. I shouldn't be thinking about her like this, not when she's giving us a lifeline, not when she trusts me to work for her.

Gritting my teeth, I scrub at my skin with soap, determined to wash away the lust as easily as I rinse off the suds. Tomorrow, I'll see her again, but I can't afford to get distracted. I need to keep it together, for Mom and Daisy. I’m the man of the house and it’s my responsibility to provide for them.
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