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I PUSH OPEN THE DOOR to Unit 6 and the musty smell hits me immediately. The Lins returned their keys yesterday, three days ahead of schedule, and now I understand why they were in such a hurry to leave. A goodbye present sits waiting for me in the form of a living room that looks like it’s been lived in around the clock. Which, with a newborn in the house, it probably was.

The beige carpet, once merely boring, now tells stories through its stains. There’s a pale, chalky patch near the sofa that could be dried formula. A darker ring by the coffee table, maybe spilled coffee or something left too long without cleaning. Near the hallway, something crusted into the fibers has hardened just enough to resist a casual scrub. I rub my temple, feeling a headache forming behind my eyes.

The kitchen isn’t any better. Cooking splatters decorate the backsplash in abstract patterns that would make Jackson Pollock proud. The countertops are sticky with residue that’s collected dust, creating a gritty film. I run my finger across the surface and grimace at the result.

“Good lord,” I mutter to myself, opening and closing cabinet doors that refuse to align properly. Every door hangs slightly crooked, as if the cabinets themselves are exhausted from their tenure with the Lins.

The walls have become a gallery of adhesive hooks, dozens of them, some still bearing the ghosts of frames that once hung there. Removing each one will mean patching the wall afterward. Another item for my growing to-do list.

I’ve been inside this apartment many times over the past year, usually responding to plumbing emergencies. The Lins had a habit of flushing baby wipes down the toilet in the first months after their baby was born, despite my increasingly pointed reminders that “flushable” is a marketing lie. Each visit revealed a new layer of chaos accumulating in the apartment, but seeing it empty like this puts the full scale of destruction into perspective.

This is the only unit in Seaview Villas with carpeted floors, a fact that now seems like a critical design flaw rather than a feature. I remember when the Lins first viewed the apartment, his girlfriend had said, “Carpet is good, soft and safe.” She must have had the baby in mind when she said that. I’d nodded agreeably, not realizing I was setting myself up for this apocalyptic aftermath.

I walk through the rest of the apartment, finding similar scenes of domestic warfare. The bathroom grout has darkened to an alarming shade of gray. The bedroom carpet bears witness to countless spills. Nothing appears to be damaged beyond normal wear and tear, but “normal” for a family with a baby apparently means “borderline uninhabitable” for the next tenant.

Replacing the carpet with hardwood flooring makes more and more sense as I complete my inspection. It would be a significant investment upfront, but less painful than repeating this carpet cleaning ritual with future tenants. Plus, Charlotte would appreciate the upgrade when she moves in. If she still wants to, that is. I’d better not let her see this mess.

I lock the door to Unit 6 behind me and return to my own apartment. I send a text to Paul, my handyman, asking when he can come by to give me an estimate on hardwood installation among other projects. His response comes quickly: “Wednesday afternoon work?”

I send back a thumbs up and head to the kitchen. My dinner is simple tonight. A salmon fillet, some asparagus, rice. Nothing fancy, but it’s real food, not the frozen meals I subsisted on before all these women started influencing my life choices. The thought makes me smile as I set the table for one.

After eating, I settle at my laptop to review Charlotte’s edits on my time-travel manuscript.

Her comments are thoughtful and precise, showing a professional’s touch. She’s highlighted inconsistencies in the timeline that even I hadn’t noticed. My protagonist, Peter Chronin, changes shirts mid-scene without time to go home. In a time-travel story, that feels like a particularly on-the-nose timeline error.

Charlotte really outdid herself with her editorial suggestions. The manuscript is tighter now, more focused.

Almost like she knows I’m thinking about her, my phone chimes with Charlotte’s ringtone.

“Walter?” Her voice sounds warm through the speaker. “I know we planned for me to come over, but would you mind coming to my place instead? We can watch a movie together after we discuss your manuscript. Anya went to an art exhibition with Sara, so we have the place to ourselves. And she’s got all the streaming services.”

“Sure,” I say, already reaching for my keys. “I’ll be right over.”

I grab a light jacket and lock my door behind me. The night air feels good against my face as I walk the short distance across the courtyard, a strange anticipation building in my chest. Literature, movie, and Charlotte. A great combination for a Monday night. And hopefully, there will be wine.

Charlotte opens the door wearing a loose-knit burgundy sweater that slips slightly off one shoulder and a pair of black leggings. Her outfit strikes that perfect balance of casual comfort and subtle allure that fits the cooling October evenings in LA. Her hair falls in gentle waves around her face.

“Come in,” she says, stepping aside. “I’ve opened a bottle of Malbec. Hope that works for you.”

“Perfect,” I say, following her inside. The apartment has a different energy without Anya’s presence. Softer somehow, and more intimate.

Charlotte pours two glasses of deep red wine and gestures toward the couch. I settle into the middle while she curls up next to me, her legs tucked underneath her. We keep some distance between us because we both know we won’t be able to work if we’re too close.

“So,” she says, taking a sip, “how bad is Unit 6?”

I groan dramatically. “You know that projectile vomit scene in The Exorcist? Yeah. That’s the carpet.”

Charlotte laughs, nearly spilling her wine. “That bad?”

“Worse,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m thinking of replacing all the carpeting with hardwood before you move in. It’ll be healthier anyway.”

She leans forward slightly. “Speaking of that... how long do you think until it’s ready? Assuming you still want me as a tenant.”

“Of course I do. Paul’s coming Wednesday to give me an estimate. If we go with hardwood, maybe three weeks? I need to get it cleaned regardless, fix those cabinets, patch about fifty holes in the walls.”

Charlotte nods, a tiny crease appearing between her eyebrows. “And you’re still okay with the rent arrangement we discussed? Partial deferment until my settlement comes through?”

“Absolutely,” I say without hesitation. “We’ll work something out that makes sense for both of us. You’re not just any tenant, Charlotte.”

Her smile softens. “Thank you. That means a lot.” She takes another sip of wine, then sets her glass down. “Now, about your manuscript. Did you get a chance to look it over?”

“I did. I went through your comments carefully—you did a great job.” I pause. “What do you think of it overall?”

A flutter of nervousness rises in my chest. Despite teaching literature for fifteen years, having someone critique my writing still makes me feel like a freshman in a creative writing seminar.

“You’re very welcome, Walter. And I like it a lot,” she says, reaching for a folder on the coffee table. “It’s thoughtful, layered, emotionally resonant. But the ending...”

“Too open?” I ask the question that’s been on my mind for a while.

“Yes.” She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Peter isn’t sure if he likes his new life—being married with kids and responsibilities—but he hasn’t decided whether to return to his old life either. As a reader, I want closure.”

I nod slowly. “I wasn’t sure how to end it. Part of me thinks life rarely gives us clean endings, so why should fiction?”

“Because fiction helps us make sense of the mess,” Charlotte replies. “It doesn’t have to be tied with a bow, but your readers will want to know what Peter chooses. Unless...” her eyes light up, “you’re planning a sequel?”

“God no,” I laugh. “One identity crisis per protagonist is enough.”

“Then you need to choose. What does Peter want? What do you want for him?”

I take a long sip of wine. “Honestly? I’m not sure.”

“Take your time deciding, but you have to choose one way or another. “What's the book called now?”

“Still working on that. I’m thinking ‘A Man Who Tries to Change His Life.’”

Charlotte tilts her head. “It’s reasonable. That’s essentially what Peter Chronin is doing throughout the book, even if the outcome isn't what he imagined.” She pauses, tapping her finger against her glass. “What about 'The Son Who Edits His Life’ since Peter’s parents are part of the story as well?”

“That’s... actually brilliant.” I look at her with newfound appreciation. “It would pair well with 'The Father Who Got Away.’”

“Exactly! You could market them as a duology.” Her eyes search mine. “Is this one based on a real story too? Is Amber based on someone real?”

The question catches me off guard. I take a moment before answering, “Yes. She is.”

“Tell me about her,” Charlotte says softly.

“Her name was Amelia. My first serious girlfriend in college. We dated for two years, but then she got accepted to the University of Washington for grad school.” The memory feels distant now, yet still tender. “She told me she would choose UCLA instead if I wanted her to stay.”

“And you told her it was her decision,” Charlotte finishes for me.

“Yes.”

Charlotte nods slowly. “That explains everything about Peter’s character.”

“I couldn’t have kept her,” I say, surprising myself with the defensiveness in my voice. “She was brilliant. She needed to go where her future was brightest.”

“Did you stay in touch?”

“For a few months. Then it faded, like these things do.” I rotate my wine glass by the stem. “I used to Google her occasionally. She got her PhD, traveled all over teaching and doing research.”

“Where is she now? Did she ever get married?”

I shrug. “No idea. I haven’t looked her up in at least three years, not since before I took over Seaview. Last I knew, she was studying baboons in Tanzania. She’s probably also married.”

Charlotte reaches across the couch and takes my hand in hers. “Are you sure you can’t edit your life?” she asks playfully.

I chuckle. “No time machine in my closet, unfortunately.”

“I’m sorry.” Her thumb traces small circles on my palm.

“Don’t be. Writing this book actually helped me see things more clearly. Either path I might have chosen, life wouldn’t be perfect.”

“That sounds pretty blue even for a Monday night,” she says with a slight frown.

“You’re right.” I shake my head. “Let me correct that. Either way, life isn’t bad. My current life is actually fantastic.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Charlotte says, moving closer. The distance between us on the couch disappears as she slides closer to me.

Her lips find mine with gentle certainty. She tastes like wine, sweet, and a little heady. I let my hand curve around the back of her neck, fingers threading into her hair. The manuscript sits forgotten on the table as she presses closer.

“Is this part of the editorial process?” I murmur against her mouth.

“Absolutely,” she whispers back. “Very thorough feedback.”

Her sweater slips further off her shoulder, revealing smooth skin that I trace with my fingertips. Charlotte shivers slightly at my touch, her eyes half-closed. We kiss again, deeper this time, her body shifting until she’s straddling my lap, her weight warm and perfect against me.

My body wants to take her upstairs, but I don’t want to act like an animal. Besides, Charlotte mentioned we should take advantage of Anya’s streaming services.

I break the kiss and reach for the remote. “So… what do you want to watch?”


CHAPTER 2
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We’ve been scrolling through streaming options for ten minutes now, the choices endless but nothing quite grabbing our attention.

Charlotte leans against my shoulder, her warmth comforting in the artificial chill of her air-conditioned apartment.

“I don’t know who half these people are,” I admit, watching thumbnails of shows scroll past. “When did I get so out of touch?”

“Let me guess. Maybe since you cancelled your cable?” Charlotte laughs. “But honestly, you’re not alone. I recognized maybe three actors in that last batch.” She takes a sip of her wine, leaving a crimson smudge on the rim of her glass. “The curse of streaming. Too many choices, not enough quality control.”

I nod in agreement. The endless parade of content feels overwhelming, each thumbnail promising entertainment that’s probably just mediocre at best. “I remember having too many options even with cable. Streaming just makes it worse.”

“God, we’ve become those people,” Charlotte groans. “Complaining about how things were better in our day.”

“I embrace my curmudgeonly nature.” I raise my glass in a mock toast.

Charlotte’s finger stops on a thumbnail featuring an actor with a familiar face. “Oh, he isn’t that bad. Let’s try this one.” She selects it before I can register who the actor is, some action thriller with a vague, forgettable title.

Ten minutes in, neither of us is following the plot. The dialogue is wooden, the special effects unconvincing, and Charlotte’s head has gradually shifted from my shoulder to my chest. I’m more aware of the scent of her shampoo than whatever explosion just happened on screen.

“This is terrible,” she murmurs, looking up at me.

“Absolutely awful,” I agree.

Our eyes lock, and the movie becomes nothing but background noise. Charlotte shifts, angling her body toward mine, and I meet her halfway. Our lips touch, tentative at first, then with growing confidence. Her wine-stained lips taste sharper than earlier.

The kiss becomes urgent as she slides closer. My hand finds her waist, fingers curling into the soft fabric of her shirt. Charlotte makes a small sound in the back of her throat, something between a sigh and a moan, and it travels straight through me. The remote clatters forgotten to the floor as she shifts to straddle my lap, her knees sinking into the couch cushions on either side of me.

“Is this okay?” she whispers against my lips, her breath warm.

“Of course, sweetheart,” I manage to reply, my voice sounding rougher than I intended.

Charlotte smiles and kisses me again, her hips beginning a slow, deliberate movement against mine. The friction sends sparks of pleasure up my spine, and I grip her hips, guiding her motions. She reaches for the bottom of her sweater, but I stop her, wanting to savor this moment.

“Let me,” I say.

She nods, lifting her arms as I peel the sweater upward, revealing inch by inch of smooth skin. I toss it aside and find myself staring at her simple cotton bra, somehow more enticing than the fanciest lingerie. My fingers trace the strap that curves over her shoulder, following it down to where fabric meets flesh.

“Walter,” she breathes, her voice urgent.

I reach behind her, fumbling slightly with the clasp before it gives way. The bra loosens, and Charlotte shrugs it off, letting it fall between us. The sight of her bare breasts catches my breath in my throat. They’re perfect, smaller than a handful, with dusky rose nipples puckering in the cool air.

“You’re beautiful,” I tell her, and I mean it.

I lean forward, taking one nipple into my mouth, and Charlotte gasps, her fingers threading through my hair. I circle my tongue around the sensitive peak, drawing another moan from her that sends blood rushing southward. Her hips continue their maddening rhythm against my now obvious arousal, the pressure both wonderful and torturous.

“I want you,” Charlotte whispers, her fingers already working at my zipper. “Now.”

I lift my hips as she tugs at my pants, just enough to free me. Her cool fingers wrap around my length, stroking once, twice, before she positions herself over me. Our eyes lock as she slowly sinks down, taking me inside her inch by exquisite inch. The sensation is overwhelming, her heat enveloping me completely.

I groan, suddenly aware of how loud the TV is. “Should I turn it off?’

“No, let it be,” Charlotte murmurs, beginning to move.

I agree. It might be better if the TV covers the noises we make.

Charlotte establishes a rhythm, rising and falling on my lap, her breasts bouncing slightly with each movement. I grip her hips, helping to guide her, meeting her halfway with upward thrusts. The world narrows to just this: her body joined with mine, the building pleasure, the sound of our breathing growing faster.

I’m lost in the movement, the sensation, when the sound of the door opening crashes into our bubble.

Charlotte freezes above me. I look over her shoulder to see Anya standing in the doorway, eyes wide, with Sara right behind her.

“Shit,” I mutter, going completely still.

“Oh my god,” Charlotte whispers, flustered.

“I’m so sorry,” Anya gasps, her hand flying to her mouth. “We should have knocked,”

“No, no, this is your apartment,” Charlotte says to Anya, scrambling off my lap despite Anya and Sara both making dismissive gestures.

“Please don’t stop on our account,” Sara insists, but Charlotte is already groping for her sweater.

I tuck myself back into my pants and zip up with as much dignity as I can muster.

“We should go to my place,” Sara says to Anya.

“Absolutely not,” I say firmly. “You should stay.”

Charlotte pulls her sweater over her head, her face flushed crimson.

“Well, this is awkward,” I say, attempting to break the tension.

To my surprise, Charlotte laughs, and the ice is broken. “Wine? I think we could all use some.”

Minutes later, the four of us are seated in Anya’s living room with fresh glasses. Charlotte and I remain on the couch, while Anya and Sara take the armchairs. I’ve turned off the TV, and the apartment feels quiet. 

“Why are you two back so early?” Charlotte asks, finally addressing the elephant in the room. “I thought the exhibition ran until ten.”

Sara sighs, swirling her wine. “It was a disappointment, honestly. Bold, I’ll give it that, but lacking substance.”

“Sexual organs in impressionist style,” Anya elaborates. “That was the whole concept. Nothing particularly innovative.”

“Some artists think shock value replaces actual creativity,” Sara continues, clearly still annoyed. “I walked through the whole gallery in twenty minutes and felt nothing.”

Anya leans forward, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “It wasn’t all bad. Some of the penises were quite imaginative. There was one shaped like a woman’s back. The tip was the head, the shaft formed the spine, and the base represented buttocks.” She mimics the shape with her hands.

We all laugh, the tension in the room finally dissipating.

“Have you ever painted anything erotic, Sara?” Charlotte asks suddenly.

Sara nods, taking a sip of her wine. “Years ago, when I was younger. It’s challenging finding models willing to pose for that kind of work, though. Most of mine were based on photographs.”

“Photographs?” I ask, intrigued despite myself.

“Of couples,” Sara explains. “It’s hard to capture authentic intimacy. People get self-conscious when they know they’re being watched. The genuine emotion gets lost.”

Anya’s eyes light up with an idea. “You should try with Walter and Charlotte. They certainly weren’t self-conscious a few minutes ago.”

“Absolutely not!” Charlotte and I protest in unison.

Anya laughs. “Just kidding.”

Sara looks thoughtful. “Actually,” she says slowly, “you did look beautiful together. The composition was... striking.”

Charlotte and I exchange glances, uncertainty passing between us.

“Just a quick sketch,” Sara adds, sensing our hesitation. “The painting would come later.”

“How long would it take?” Charlotte asks, and I realize she’s actually considering it.

“Not long at all,” Sara assures her. “I’d just do a rough sketch. I could take photos, but I prefer not to. Sketches give me more freedom and control.”

Charlotte and I look at each other again. A silent conversation passes between us, curiosity gradually winning over embarrassment.

“Okay,” I finally say. “But nothing too elaborate.”

“Really?” Sara’s face lights up. “I’ll grab my stuff from my apartment. Don’t move!”

As she rushes out the door, I catch Charlotte’s eye. She gives me a small, nervous smile that somehow makes my heart race faster than what we were doing before.

“Are you serious?” I ask softly. “We don’t have to do it.”

Charlotte shrugs. “I kind of want to see it. Sara’s a great artist—it’ll turn out well.”

“Exactly,” Anya says. “It’ll be fun, at least.”

“Okay.” I take a sip. “I’m up for it if you are.”

“To new adventures.” Anya raises her glass playfully.

Charlotte smiles and clinks her glass with Anya’s. I follow suit.
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Sara returns clutching a worn canvas bag and a large sketchbook. Her movements are professional as she arranges a chair in the corner of the room. “I’ll sit here,” she says, voice calm as if this is the most normal thing in the world. “You two just try to forget I’m watching.” She pulls out charcoal and sets her sketchbook on her knee. The room feels different now, charged with possibility and the slight awkwardness of planned intimacy.

Charlotte and I exchange glances. She takes a deep breath, downs the last of her wine, and returns to the couch beside me. The cushions dip with her weight, her thigh pressing against mine. I can feel her nervousness in the tension of her body.

“Just act natural,” Sara advises from her corner. The scratch of charcoal against paper already begins as she makes preliminary marks.

Charlotte leans in to kiss me. Her lips meet mine, but there’s a stiffness that wasn’t there before. After a moment, she pulls back and giggles, breaking the mood. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I just feel weird.”

I stroke her cheek, understanding completely. “It’s okay.”

She tries again, pressing her body against mine, but her movements feel mechanical, rehearsed. When she breaks away a second time, her face is flushed with embarrassment rather than arousal.

“This isn’t working,” she admits softly.

Sara looks up from her sketchbook. “I’m so sorry. This was a bad idea.” She starts to close her book, but Anya steps forward.

“Let me,” Anya says, her voice low and confident. “I’ll be your model.”

Charlotte looks relieved. “Would you mind?”

“Not at all.” Anya’s lips curl into a playful smile. “If Walter doesn’t object?”

All eyes turn to me, and I feel my face grow warm. “I... no objection.”

Charlotte slides off my lap and moves to the chair that Anya sat in earlier. Anya takes a moment, smoothing her hands down her shirt. “Give me a second to get in the mood,” she says, meeting my eyes with a look that sends heat spiraling through me.

With deliberate slowness, she pulls her top over her head. Standing before me in just her bra, she looks like something from a Renaissance painting, all soft curves and confidence. She settles onto my lap, her weight different from Charlotte’s but equally intoxicating.

“Is this alright?” she asks, her voice a purr that vibrates against me.

I nod, not trusting my voice. Behind her, Sara’s pencil moves with renewed vigor, capturing the moment.

Anya leans in close, her breath warm against my ear. “Then kiss me, Walter.”

Our lips meet, and any discomfort I felt vanishes instantly. Anya kisses differently than Charlotte, more demanding, her tongue seeking entrance immediately. I respond, my hands finding her waist as if they’ve always belonged there.

The knowledge that we’re being observed by an artist should make this awkward, but instead, it adds an electric charge to every touch. Sara is no stranger, after all. Nor is Charlotte. Anya’s fingers work at my zipper again, stroking me through my boxers until I harden in her palm.

I reach behind her, unhooking her bra with more confidence than I felt with Charlotte. Anya shrugs it off, tossing it dramatically to the floor. Her breasts are fuller than Charlotte’s, with darker nipples that tighten as I look at them.

“Beautiful,” Sara murmurs from her corner, her voice barely audible over the scratch of her pencil.

I cup Anya’s breast, running my thumb over the nipple before leaning forward to take it into my mouth. She moans, arching her back to give me better access.

“This is perfect,” Sara says softly. “I’ll do a few more sketches. Please keep going until I tell you to stop.”

“Mmm,” Anya agrees, her hands threading through my hair to hold me against her chest.

The room grows quiet except for our quickened breathing and the sound of Sara’s charcoal on paper. I glance around, suddenly curious about our audience. Sara is focused intently on her work, eyes darting between us and her sketchbook, her lower lip caught between her teeth in concentration.

Charlotte watches too, her eyes wide, one hand unconsciously resting on her throat. There’s something in her expression that surprises me—not embarrassment or jealousy, but fascination and unmistakable arousal.

“You can move to the next pose,” Sara instructs after a few minutes.

Anya pulls away from me, standing to step out of her pants. She hooks her thumbs into her panties and slides them down her legs with a dancer’s grace. Naked now, she helps me remove my pants entirely, rather than just unzipping them as Charlotte had done.

My heart hammers against my ribs. This is surreal, stripping in Anya’s living room with two women watching. I feel like a performer. Suddenly conscious of what I’m doing. But Anya’s confidence is contagious. She kneels between my legs, looking up at me through her lashes before taking me into her mouth.

“Fuck,” I mutter, unable to stop myself. The wet heat of her mouth is exquisite, her tongue tracing patterns that make thinking nearly impossible.

Sara moves to a different angle, her breathing audibly faster now. “Perfect,” she whispers, sketching rapidly.

When Sara signals again, Anya rises and straddles me once more. She takes me in her hand, positioning me at her entrance, then slowly sinks down. I watch, transfixed, as I disappear inside her, inch by inch.

Anya lets out a satisfied moan that seems to vibrate through both of us. When I’m fully seated within her, she begins to move, riding me with slow, deliberate strokes. Her eyes close in genuine pleasure.

“This is really nice, guys,” Sara whispers from across the room. “It would be even better if Anya could throw her head back a bit.” Anya complies immediately, arching her spine and exposing the elegant line of her throat. “Yes, this is perfect. Please keep going, don’t stop.”

Anya chuckles, the sound rippling through her body and around my length inside her. “Hear that, Walter? Don't stop. Don’t ever stop,” she says playfully, her voice husky with desire. She maintains the artistic pose while continuing to rise and fall on me with maddening precision.

I fight the building pressure in my groin, determined not to finish before Sara captures what she needs. My gaze drifts to Charlotte again, and what I see nearly pushes me over the edge. She’s touching herself through her clothes, her breathing shallow, eyes locked on where Anya and I are joined.

I notice Sara watching Charlotte too, her pencil capturing more than just Anya and me. The knowledge that we’re creating something beautiful, something that transcends simple physical pleasure, adds another layer to the experience.

Anya’s movements grow more erratic, her inner muscles clenching around me. “I’m coming,” she announces, her voice tight. “I can’t hold it any longer.”

“It’s okay,” Sara replies. “I’m done.”

As if waiting for permission, Anya shudders against me, her release washing over her in visible waves. Her wetness floods between us, running down my length in hot rivulets.

I’m on the edge myself, but when my eyes meet Charlotte’s again, I hold back. “Charlotte,” I call to her, my voice rough with need. “Come here, baby.”

Charlotte hesitates only a moment before approaching. Anya slides off me, leaving a space that Charlotte quickly fills. She sinks down onto me with a sigh that sounds like coming home.

Charlotte closes her eyes, focusing on sensation rather than our audience. Behind her, Anya stands watching, then moves closer to cup Charlotte’s breasts through her sweater. The unexpected touch makes Charlotte gasp and grind harder against me.

Sara pauses in her sketching, clearly surprised by this new development. After a moment’s hesitation, she returns to her work with renewed intensity, her pencil moving almost frantically across the page.

Finally, Sara sets aside her sketchbook. But instead of leaving or looking away, she begins to unbutton her shirt, her eyes never leaving us.

“Join us,” Anya invites, and Sara doesn’t need to be asked twice.

She strips as she crosses the room, revealing a body that’s all graceful curves and surprising strength. By the time she reaches us, she’s down to her lacy underwear, a stark contrast to her artistic persona.

“You have such a fine figure,” Anya tells her, her voice dreamy with post-orgasmic bliss. “I wish I could sketch you.”

Sara thanks her, reaching behind to unhook her bra. Anya looks entranced as she watches the garment fall away. Without hesitation, Anya leaves Charlotte to approach Sara, her hands lifting to stroke the newly exposed breasts before leaning in to kiss her.

The sight is almost too much. Charlotte comes suddenly, crying out as she clenches around me. Her climax triggers my own, and I thrust upward, emptying myself inside her.

As we catch our breath, Sara and Anya break their kiss. Sara’s eyes meet mine, a question in them. Charlotte eases herself off me, curling into the corner of the couch with a satisfied smile.

“Your turn,” I tell Sara, surprised by my own boldness.

She smiles, dropping to her hands and knees on the plush area rug. The invitation is unmistakable. Somehow, I’m hard again, ready for her. I kneel behind her, running my hands along the smooth curve of her spine.

“Please,” she whispers, looking back over her shoulder.

I enter her with one long thrust, her readiness obvious in how easily she accepts me. Sara moans, dropping to her elbows to change the angle. The new position lets me go deeper, and I establish a rhythm that has her pushing back against me with every stroke.

From this vantage point, I can see Anya and Charlotte watching us, their expressions a mixture of arousal and appreciation. Anya’s hand has found its way between Charlotte’s thighs, and Charlotte doesn’t stop her.

I increase my pace, driven by the dual sensations of physical pleasure and being the center of attention. Sara meets each thrust, her body tensing as she approaches her peak.

“Harder,” she demands, and I comply, gripping her hips firmly enough to leave marks.

The sound of flesh meeting flesh fills the room, punctuated by our increasingly desperate moans. Sara reaches beneath herself, her fingers working in time with my thrusts. When she comes, it’s with a cry that might be my name, her inner muscles contracting so powerfully I can't hold back.

My second orgasm hits like a tidal wave, less intense but somehow deeper than the first. I collapse forward, catching myself on my hands to avoid crushing Sara beneath me. For a long moment, we stay connected, both catching our breath.

“That,” Sara finally says, “is going to make one hell of a painting.”

Looking at Charlotte and Anya, both flushed and disheveled, I can only agree. Whatever I expected when I came to discuss my novel with Charlotte tonight, it wasn’t this.

Not that I’m complaining.
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Notebook in hand, I stand in the doorway and watch Paul pace the empty living room of Unit 6. We are planning how to transform this mess into something Charlotte will love. It needs to be perfect. I owe her that much.

“So the carpet’s gotta go,” I say, tapping my pen against the stained floor covering. “Let’s put in hardwood.”

Paul crouches down, rubbing his thumb over a suspicious dark spot near the coffee table. “Real hardwood or synthetic? Real’s about twice as expensive but lasts longer. Won’t warp if it gets wet.”

“Hardwood,” I answer without pausing. “The real stuff.”

Paul makes a note on his clipboard. “Alright. And you mentioned on the phone something about the furniture?”

I nod, walking to the center of the room. “I’m hiring a crew to haul all this old coffee table and couch away before the remodeling starts. And then I’ll add some new furniture after you’re done remodeling.” The living room furniture came with the building when my father left it to me. It’s functional but tired, like most things my father owned.

“What about the kitchen?” Paul asks, leaning against the wall near the pass-through.

“Quartz countertops,” I say. “Like the ones in Unit 3.”

His eyebrow rises, wrinkling his tanned forehead. “The Russian lady moving again? To this unit?”

I chuckle, though there’s nothing particularly funny about the question. “No. It’s for another tenant. Charlotte. She’s actually Anya’s roommate.”

“Ah,” Paul nods, a smile spreading across his face. “So you have no choice but to make it the same, huh?”

“Exactly.” I shrug, trying to look casual. “Just trying to keep my tenants happy so they don’t move elsewhere.”

“Smart business,” Paul says, but his eyes tell me he doesn’t quite believe it’s just about tenant retention.

The truth sits in my chest like a warm stone. Charlotte is editing my novel. For free. She’s talking about publishing it with her company. My story might actually see the light of day because of her. A nice apartment with quartz countertops seems like a small price to pay for someone who believes in my writing when I can barely believe in it myself.

But explaining all that to Paul feels too personal and too revealing. So I let him think what he wants about my landlord strategies.

We’re discussing cabinet finishes when I hear the door to Unit 5 open. A woman’s voice, soft but clear: “Come on, Hercules. Let’s go.”

Wednesday. It’s Wednesday, which means Hailey is taking Hercules to PetSmart for his training session. Last week I went with them, after their disastrous first attempt when Hercules barked at every dog in the class. The second try went better with me there, but still.

“Excuse me a second,” I tell Paul, already moving toward the door. “I need to check something.”

I walk quickly, catching Hailey just as she’s reaching the gate. Hercules spots me first, his tricolor body wiggling with excitement as he strains against his leash. When I get close enough, he jumps up, his front paws scrambling at my jeans.

“Hey, Walter,” Hailey says, her voice lifting with surprise. Her hair is pulled back into a single braid. It makes her features more distinct and her blue eyes more striking. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, fine,” I say, bending down to ruffle Hercules’ ears. “I just remembered it’s Wednesday. Training day.”

“Yep.” She smiles, tugging gently on Hercules’ leash to get him to settle down. “We’re heading out now.”

“Are you sure you’re okay going by yourself?” I ask, straightening up. “I can come along if you want.”

She laughs lightly. “I'm sure. We’ve been practicing, haven’t we?” She looks down at Hercules, who gazes up at her adoringly. “Show Walter what you can do. Sit.”

Hercules promptly plants his rear on the ground, tail still wagging.

“Down,” Hailey commands, and the dog flattens himself to the ground, looking up at both of us for approval.

“Good boy,” I say, genuinely impressed. I crouch down again to stroke his side. “You’re going to do fine today, buddy.” Then I look up at Hailey. “Don’t worry about the other people in the class. Have faith in Hercules. And yourself.”

Her smile softens. “Okay,” she says, and then adds with a playful glint in her eye, “Got it, Daddy.”

The word slides into my ear and straight down my spine. She’s teasing me, using the term we’ve role-played with, but my body doesn’t care about context. Heat rises to my cheeks as memories from last week flood back. Dinner with Hailey and Madison evolved into a kinky Ménage à trois with both sisters calling me “Daddy” in very different tones than the one Hailey just used.

“Good,” I manage to say, my voice only slightly rougher than before. I stand up, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Text me how it goes?”

“Will do,” she says, and I can tell from her small smile that she knows exactly what effect she’s had on me.

I watch as she leads Hercules to the parking lot, where her blue Prius sits waiting. Part of me wants to follow them, to make sure everything goes smoothly. But Hailey isn’t as fragile as she sometimes seems. She found that dog on the streets of Vegas and convinced me to bend the rules and let her keep him at Seaview.  She’s published multiple successful novels. She survived an abusive relationship.

Still, I can’t help feeling protective of her. Perhaps it’s because of the way she sometimes looks at me, like I’m someone worth looking up to. Or perhaps it’s just because of the way she calls me “Daddy.”

When I return to Unit 6, Paul is standing by the window, clearly having watched the whole exchange. He gives me an impressed nod.

“You're really something, you know that?” he says. “Going to dog training with your tenants? That’s unheard of.”

I shrug again, moving past him to look at the kitchen layout. “Just trying to keep them happy.”

“You sure are,” Paul says, his voice carrying a hint of amusement. “I used to think you were too soft, giving in to tenant demands too easily. But maybe you’re doing it right after all.”

He gestures toward the window where Hailey was visible moments ago. “They obviously love you. They’ll probably live here forever.”

I don’t respond, unsure if he’s teasing or offering genuine approval, but I find myself hoping it’s the latter.

After Paul leaves with his notes and measurements, promising quotes by Friday, I linger in the empty unit. The bathroom needs work too. Should I go with the subway tile Paul suggested, or something more modern? Charlotte hasn’t actually seen the apartment yet. Maybe I should ask what she—

“Hey, landlord,” a voice calls from the doorway.

I turn to see Madison standing there, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail and a school bag slung over one shoulder.  Unlike her sister Hailey, Madison carries herself with brash confidence that sometimes borders on arrogance. But there’s intelligence behind those blue eyes, and a surprising sensitivity she rarely lets people see.

“Are you free Friday?” she asks, leaning against the doorframe. “Emma and I are going to play badminton again. We had fun yesterday.”

“I'll have to check my schedule,” I say automatically, though the real issue isn’t my calendar. It’s Gabby, Emma’s mother. I should probably wait until she’s back before spending more time with Emma. What happened over the weekend is still vivid in my mind. Gabby made it clear there shouldn’t be any secrets between us.

Madison sees right through me. “Are you worried about Gabby? Emma told me you went to her house and the three of you had a talk?”

Damn. The friendship between the young women is surely developing fast.

“Yes. Gabby wasn’t comfortable with me seeing Emma,” I say honestly, not seeing the point of hiding anything from her.

“I see,” Madison says, nodding.  “Just let us know by tomorrow evening, Mr. Haines.” Her tone turns playful again by calling me that. She’s never gonna let me forget our history. The funny thing is that instead of helping me maintain professional distance, the title, coming from Madison’s mouth, always has the opposite effect.

I chuckle lightly, giving her a light spank on her hip. “I will,” I promise.

After she leaves, I stand alone in the empty apartment, thinking about what to do. Gabby is in Seattle. She’s been there since yesterday morning, but hasn’t texted or called, not even after I texted her the name and addresses of the restaurants I recommended.

Is she still upset? It’s probably time I call her. I’ll do it after dinner—no, I should give her space. I’ll wait one more day.


CHAPTER 5
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It’s Thursday night. The courtyard is quiet, except for the occasional laughter drifting from the apartments. I stare at my phone on the desk before reaching for it. My thumb hover over Gabby’s name in my contacts.

Should I call her? The question feels heavier than it should. I take the phone to the kitchen and put it on the counter as I pour myself a glass of water.

Two days since she left for Seattle, and four days since we had the talk. I’m still overthinking a simple check-in. Or maybe I’m postponing a simple task. The truth is I’m afraid to find out how she’s feeling now. She’s probably still mad at me.

But this isn’t just about catching up. It’s about telling her I’ll be seeing Emma tomorrow, and despite Gabby’s assurances about transparency, I’m not convinced she’s fully processed the situation.

“Whatever this turns into, no secrets,” she told me. “I will not be made a fool of in my own life.”

I pick up the phone, then set it down again. She might be busy with conference activities. Or still harboring resentment about Emma and me. I tap my fingers against the countertop, then grab the phone again and open our message thread. A text feels less intrusive.

“How’s the conference going?” Simple. Safe. I hit send before I can reconsider.

The screen dims after a minute. No reply bubbles appear. I wait another four minutes, counting each one with growing unease, before giving up. She’s either busy or ignoring me. Neither possibility feels great, but I can’t stand here watching my phone all night.

I return to my desk, where my laptop glows with the manuscript I’m almost done with. “The Son Who Edits His Life.” I stare at the title—and it stares back at me.

I’ve followed Charlotte’s advice and made changes to the ending. Peter has chosen to embrace his new life and the alterations he has created. It may not be a traditional happy ending, but it is a responsible one. After all, being a responsible husband and father is what Peter has always aimed for. Charlotte appreciates this choice as well.

Charlotte’s idea to pair it with “The Father Who Got Away” as a duology struck me as brilliant the moment she suggested it. “Father and Son” as the series title gives it that literary gravitas publishers seem to crave.

Now I just have to wait for the publishing board at Charlotte’s company to approve it. She's an Acquisitions Editor, but she doesn’t have final say. The thought of committee members debating my work’s merit makes my stomach clench. I take a deep breath. Charlotte believes in it. That has to count for something.

I lean back in my chair. Whether the book gets accepted or not, I need to take a break from it. I’ll need another project lined up.

My mind wanders to what might come next. For years, I’ve been writing variations of the same story. Fictionalized versions of my uneventful life, spiced up with elements I wished were real. Time travel. Mind reading. Second chances.

Now, in a twist I never saw coming, my actual life has become more interesting than anything I could invent. I’ve gone from solitary landlord to the center of a complicated web of relationships with Sara, Hailey, Madison, Emma, Gabby, Charlotte, and Anya. It’s absurd, really.

I stare at the blank document titled New Project Ideas. I type Walter Haines’s Harem Adventure, then snort and delete it.

Not entirely inaccurate, but it sounds like a trashy paperback with a shirtless man on the cover.

Now that I have real experiences to draw from, I’m oddly paralyzed. What’s the point of inventing thrills when real ones keep landing in my lap?

Maybe I should add a subtitle: Based on a True Story. Or call it a memoir. That might make it sound slightly less ridiculous.

I picture it, then huff a laugh at myself. Who would believe it? A reclusive ex-teacher turned landlord, suddenly surrounded by beautiful women—from a tenant’s wife to an eager college student to a girlfriend’s daughter.

A smile tugs at my lips. Even as a memoir, it would be shelved as fiction.

I type the first line: “It all starts with a knock on the door.”

No. Too cliché. I delete and try again: “It all started with the brunette who came to surprise her ex-husband.”

Better. I continue typing, losing myself in the rhythm of the words. The past two months unfurl before me—Charlotte arriving at my complex, our first awkward conversations, the slow dismantling of my carefully constructed isolation. The evolution feels impossible in retrospect, yet here I am, living it.

Two hours pass in what feels like minutes. My fingers finally pause when my throat reminds me I need water. I stand, stretching out the stiffness in my back, and shuffle to the kitchen.

As I fill a glass at the sink, I notice my phone on the counter. I’d forgotten I left it here. I tap on it, and the screen reveals Gabby’s response from thirty minutes ago: “I’m enjoying it.”

And another: “I love Seattle. It’s so green. A bit wet, but nice!”

The knot in my chest loosens. I lean against the counter and type back: “I’m glad to hear that. If you haven’t done it, I recommend visiting Seattle Japanese Garden or Washington Park Arboretum. Both are close to UW. You’d love it.”

Her reply comes quickly: “Planning to do it tomorrow.”

I take a deep breath and type what I originally wanted to tell her. “I’m going to play badminton with Emma and Madison tomorrow. Just want to let you know.”

My thumb hovers over the send button for a moment before pressing it. The message delivers with a soft swoosh, and I watch for those three dots that indicate she’s typing. They don’t appear.

My stomach tightens again. Is she upset? Has the mention of Emma triggered that maternal protectiveness—or something deeper? I take my phone to the living room, but I can’t focus on the manuscript now. It’s time to call it a night. After saving my work, I shut down the computer and head upstairs, phone clutched in my hand like some digital security blanket.

I’m halfway up the stairs when it rings, Gabby’s name lighting up the screen.

“Hey,” I answer, perhaps too quickly.

“Hi, Walter.” Her voice sounds lighter than I expected. “Sorry I couldn’t respond right away. I was walking back to my hotel room.”

“No problem. Where are you staying?”

“The Hyatt near University of Washington. Just got back from dinner.”

“Did you check out either of those restaurants I mentioned?” I continue up the stairs, reaching my bedroom.

“Not yet. They're a bit far from where I am. I went somewhere closer with someone I met at the conference who knows the area.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re having a good time.” And I am, truly. There’s something refreshing about hearing the carefree note in her voice.

“I really am. Seattle is wonderful.”

“Is it raining? I remember it always rained when I lived there.”

“It did rain a bit this afternoon,” she says, “but even with that, I love it. I wish LA would get more rain.”

“Careful what you wish for. Remember those downpours last winter?”

She laughs. “Fair point.”

I kick off my shoes and lie back on my bed, one arm folded behind my head. Her voice wraps around me, comfortable and intimate despite the miles between us. For a moment, it’s just us, talking about nothing important—the conference venue, the seafood she tried tonight, the view from her hotel window. It feels surprisingly normal, as if nothing has ever gone sour between us.

The conversation hits a lull, and I realize I’m stalling. Time to bring up what I actually called about. “So, about tomorrow,” I begin, trying to sound casual. “I wanted to make sure you knew I’m meeting Emma for badminton. Madison will be there too, but... you know. I wanted to be upfront about it.”

Gabby pauses, and I hold my breath through the silence. Finally, she says, “That’s perfectly fine, Walter.”

“Really?” I can’t keep the surprise from my voice.

“Yes, really. Actually, I want to apologize for being so reactive before. About the whole situation.”

“No need to apologize,” I say. “I completely understand. You’re just being a mom.”

Another pause follows, longer this time. “I have to be honest with you, Walter,” she says, her voice softer now. “The reason I was upset wasn’t just because I was being protective of Emma.”

“No?” I shift on the bed, suddenly more alert.

“It’s because I’m jealous of Emma.”

“What?” The word shoots out before I can temper my reaction.

“Yes,” she continues. “I’m jealous of my own daughter. It’s absurd, I know.”

“But...” I try to reconcile this confession with previous conversations. “Didn’t you tell me you wouldn’t mind sharing a man with other women? That’s what you said, right?”

“I did, and I didn’t mind it with Anya and others. That’s what makes it so baffling. I didn’t even realize I was feeling jealous until today.”

“What changed today?”

She laughs lightly. “Thanks to Dr. Bennett, actually.”

“Who’s Dr. Bennett? Some kind of shrink?”

Her laugh grows fuller. “No, not at all. Dr. Bennett is the person I had dinner with tonight. She’s a professor from UCLA who gave a talk at the conference.”

“About jealousy therapy?” I quip.

“Not exactly. I attended her talk this afternoon on polygyny and polyandry. She’s conducted research worldwide, mainly in Asian and African countries.”

“No kidding,” I say, recalling my anthropology courses from college. “Polygyny is husband-sharing, and polyandry is... the other way around, right? Do those practices still exist?”

“Very much so,” Gabby sounds animated now. “Her research is recent. These traditions remain common in certain remote villages. She and her students interviewed dozens of households.”

I shift to my side, genuinely curious now. “That’s fascinating, but what’s the point of the research?”

“I think it’s to better understand human behavior and emotions across cultures. Dr. Bennett presented case studies of brothers sharing a wife, father and son sharing a wife, sisters sharing a husband, mother and daughter sharing a husband... all kinds of arrangements.”

“Wait, mother and daughter?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Yes. The reason for these marriages is primarily economic, for survival. But the emotional dynamics are what interested me.”

I’m not entirely sure where she’s going with this, but her enthusiasm is contagious. I listen closely as she continues.

“According to Dr. Bennett, jealousy is more intense among co-wives who are also siblings or mothers and daughters. For siblings, it’s obviously sibling rivalry at work, but the mother-daughter pairing is more complex.”

“How so?”

“She calls it 'taboo tension.’ The mother struggles with role conflict and authority confusion. In traditional cultures, mothers hold authority over daughters, but when they become co-wives, that hierarchy gets blurred. Plus there’s this primal instinct to compete for the male’s attention that conflicts with maternal instincts.”

The light bulb finally clicks on. “So you’re experiencing this 'taboo tension’ with Emma?”

“Yes,” she admits. “Hearing Dr. Bennett describe it was like she was talking directly about my feelings.”

“And what are you going to do about it?” I ask cautiously.

“Nothing,” she says with surprising conviction. “That’s the beauty of understanding it. Realizing the root of my emotions helps me deal with them. It’s human nature for me to react this way, but I don't have to be stuck in it.”

“You mean...”

“I mean I won’t interfere with whatever relationship develops between you and Emma anymore.” Her voice is calm, resolved. “Dr. Bennett explained that jealousy is just an evolutionary byproduct for mates. I refuse to let it ruin my relationship with my daughter or with you.”

“Wow,” I say, genuinely impressed. “This Dr. Bennett is a shrink after all.”

“Stop,” Gabby laughs. “She's an anthropologist, not a therapist.”

“Same difference. She helped you work through your feelings, didn’t she?”

“I suppose she did.”

“I’d love to meet her someday,” I say, half-joking.

“Actually, she’s dying to meet you as well,” Gabby replies. “To see the charming fellow with her own eyes.”

“Is she going to treat me like a scientific specimen? 'Subject exhibits peculiar mating behaviors when introduced to mother-daughter pair’?”

Gabby’s laughter fills the line, and I find myself grinning into the darkness of my bedroom.

“You’re ridiculous,” she says fondly.

“Thank you for telling me all this,” I say, turning serious for a moment. “And thank Dr. Bennett for me too. For helping you through your dilemma.”

“I already have,” Gabby says, her voice warm. “She said I’m very lucky.”

“Lucky?” I echo.

“To have someone willing to have honest conversations like this. Someone who doesn’t run away when things get complicated.”

I think about my life before all this, the careful isolation I’d constructed around myself. The irony isn’t lost on me that I, once the master of avoidance, am now being praised for not running away. Maybe I’ve changed. Or maybe I’ve finally found something I don’t want to walk away from.

“What are you thinking about?” Gabby asks, catching my momentary silence.

“Just that life is strange,” I say. “Two months ago, I was a reclusive landlord whose most significant relationship was with my manuscript. Now I’m discussing polyamory research with a beautiful woman while contemplating dating her daughter.”

“Strange indeed,” she agrees. “And unconventional.”

“Definitely unconventional,” I say, and mean it.


CHAPTER 6
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“There’s something else,” Gabby says after a moment, her tone shifting to something more practical. “I need to ask you a favor, Walter.”

“What kind of favor?” I adjust my position on the bed, curious.

“I won’t be coming back on Friday as planned.” She pauses. “I was wondering if you could stay at my house on Friday night with Emma.”

The request catches me off guard. “With Emma?”

“She’s been at Jonas’s place these past few days, but he’s going out of town with his girlfriend for the weekend. Emma’s never been home alone overnight before, and I’d feel better knowing someone’s there with her.”

I process this information slowly, noting the implications. “So you want me to stay over at your house? With Emma?”

“Yes,” she confirms. “Is that a problem?”

“No, not a problem.” Far from it. “I’m just making sure I understand what you’re asking.”

I’m aware of the symbolism. Gabby isn’t just giving me and Emma permission to spend time together; she’s literally creating the opportunity, arranging the circumstances. It’s as clear a green light as she could possibly give.

“Why the delay in returning?” I ask, trying to sound casual. “Conference running long?”

“Not exactly. Dr. Bennett and I are planning to spend Saturday sightseeing together. She knows Seattle well and offered to show me around.”

“Sounds like you really found a soulmate up there,” I remark, surprised by the slight edge in my voice.

Gabby laughs. “You sound jealous, Walter.”

“Can you blame me? You’ve been talking about Dr. Bennett nonstop for half an hour.”

“Maybe I’m doing it on purpose,” she says, her voice dropping to a playful purr. “To make you jealous. I’ve missed you. Can’t wait to see you when I get back.”

The shift in her tone is subtle but unmistakable. “Oh really?”

“Mmm. In fact, I get quite horny just listening to your voice.”

I chuckle softly, but feel a corresponding stir of arousal at her directness. “Where exactly are you right now?”

“Lying in bed,” she says. “Wearing very sexy lingerie.”

“Jesus, Gabby,” I mutter. “What are you doing?”

“What does it sound like I’m doing?” The sultry quality in her voice intensifies.

“Did you have too much to drink over dinner with your new girlfriend?” I ask, only half-joking.

“I did drink,” she admits, “but not too much. Just a glass of wine. But I miss you, Walter. I wish I could hold you and touch you right now.”

The room suddenly feels warmer. “I miss you too, Gabby,” I say gruffly. “I want to feel you too.”

I hear a small whimper, and then her voice again. “Good,” she says. “Then let’s do it.”

“Do…what?” I ask as I guess her meaning. “Are you suggesting we have phone sex?”

“Yes,” she says without hesitation. “It’s time I experience it. I’ve never had phone sex before.”

“No way,” I scoff. “I don’t believe that.”

“It’s true. I never had the chance. Even when I went to conferences before, Jonas would just see other women. Not that I knew at the time. He wasn’t interested in maintaining that kind of connection.”

There’s no bitterness in her voice, just a matter-of-fact acceptance.

“So that’s the real reason for this call,” I tease, already unbuttoning my shirt with my free hand.

She giggles, sounding like a college girl over the phone. “No, the real, real reason is that I’m jealous of Emma,” she confesses. “My eighteen-year-old daughter, still a virgin, has already done such an outrageous thing. I was mad because I couldn’t even imagine what it was like when I found out Emma had phone sex with you.”

“Shh,” I cut her off gently. “You don’t need more reasons. Let’s do it.”

“Okay,” she says, suddenly sounding nervous. “How do we start? Should we FaceTime?”

I consider the option for a second. FaceTime might be more visual, but it could also be distracting.

“Let’s stick to the old-fashioned way. Voice only. If it doesn’t work, we can switch to video chat.”

“Deal,” she says. “But you’ll have to guide me through it. Like I said, I have no clue how.”

“Don’t worry. Just be spontaneous,” I reassure her, although I can hardly claim to be an expert myself, considering my last experience with phone sex was back in college. Amelia, my girlfriend at the time, had loved it. We indulged almost every night we were apart. Yup. We were just a pair of horny teenagers. I take a deep breath to shake off the rustiness of my skills, and then I say, “First, get comfortable. What exactly are you wearing?”

“I’m wearing a sweater and a wool skirt over boots,” she says.

I laugh. “I thought you were wearing sexy lingerie.”

She laughs too. “I was just teasing you. But yes, under the thick layers, I do have sexy lingerie.”

“Then maybe it’s time you shred those layers?” I suggest. “Is your room warm enough?”

“Oh absolutely,” she says. “It’s actually quite warm. Give me just a minute.” I hear a long pause, accompanied by shuffling noises in the background.

I picture her peeling off her sweater and skirt, which makes my heart race. “Let me know what you’re doing, Gabby,” I urge, eager to hear her voice. “Turn on the speakerphone. That’ll make things easier.”

Her voice soon comes through again. “I’m down to my sexy underwear now, Walter,” she teases.

“Very well,” I respond, excitement coursing through me. “Describe it to me, Gabby. Your lingerie.”

“Okay.” She pauses before speaking. “I’m wearing a teddy. Do you know what a teddy is?”

“Does it have anything to do with bears?”

“Maybe, I’m not sure,” she replies with a laugh. “But a teddy is like a bodysuit, kind of a one-piece swimsuit, except it’s usually made of silky or lacy material. The one I’m wearing is black lace. It’s like a bra and panties combined.”

My breath catches at her description. “Sounds incredibly sexy to me,” I say, imagining how good she looks in that teddy. “Can you take it off?”

“Of course,” Gabby replies, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “I’ll do it now. I’m going to unhook the bra first… and then pull the whole thing off. And now, I’m completely naked.”

I mutter a curse, feeling my mouth go dry at the mental image. I wish I could see her on video, but I resist the urge. Imagining her is just as thrilling. “Tell me what you’re doing right now.”

“Just lying here, talking to you.” Her voice has a breathless quality now.

“Touch yourself,” I instruct, my own hand drifting down to unbuckle my belt. “Start with your breasts. Tell me how it feels.”

I hear her breath catch. “My nipples are already hard,” she whispers. “They’re sensitive tonight.”

I groan as I imagine how they look.

“Pinch them,” I say, growing bolder. “Not too hard. Just enough to feel it.”

She makes a small sound that sends heat racing through me. “I wish these were your fingers,” she says.

“So do I,” I agree, closing my eyes to recall how good it felt to cup her breasts. “I want to feel them, pinch them, and I would like to taste them, too.”

She moans harder. “Yes, do that, please. Suck on them and lick them.”

“Okay, baby. Doing it now,” I say, feeling my growing erection as I speak.

“I’m getting really wet now, Walter,” Gabby says, her breathing becoming faster. “I need more, please.”

I remove my own pants as I instruct, “Now slide your hand down your stomach. Slowly.”

“Are you touching yourself too?” she asks.

“Yes,” I admit, wrapping my hand around my hardened length. “I’m imagining it’s your hand.”

“What would I do? If I were there?”

I close my eyes, picturing her. “You’d tease me first. Run your fingers lightly up and down. Then wrap your hand around my cock and stroke slowly.”

Her breathing quickens. “I’m touching myself now,” she says. “It feels good.”

“Describe it to me,” I encourage. “How good?”

“Hot,” she says. “Slippery. I’m circling my clit with my fingertip. God, Walter, I wish you were here.”

I stroke myself in rhythm with her breathing. “What would you like me to do if I were?”

“Oh gosh,” she says. “I want your mouth on me. I can picture the way you look up at me when you’re between my legs.”

The image sends a pulse of pleasure through me. “Keep going,” I urge.

“I’m slipping my fingers inside now,” she continues, her voice catching. “Two fingers.”

“Curl them forward,” I instruct. “Find that spot that makes you shudder.”

She moans softly. “Found it.”

“Now use your other hand on your clit,” I say, increasing my own pace. “Circle it while you stroke inside.”

“Walter,” she gasps. “That feels so good.”

“Tell me more,” I say, my breath coming faster now. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want to feel your big cock inside me,” she says, her voice thick with desire. “I want to wrap my legs around you and pull you deeper.”

I groan at her words and imagine how warm and wet her pussy must be. “Keep going, Gabby. Don’t stop.”

“I’m getting close,” she warns, her breathing ragged. “Are you?”

“Yes,” I admit, feeling the tension building. “I’m picturing you on top of me, your breasts bouncing as you ride me.”

She whimpers at the image. “I love watching your face when I’m on top. The way your eyes roll back when I grind against you.”

“Fuck,” I mutter, feeling my control slipping. “Gabby, I’m close.”

“Me too,” she gasps. “Together. Let’s come together.”

Her breathing becomes a series of sharp intakes, punctuated by soft moans that drive me wild. I can visualize her perfectly—back arched, head tipping back, lips parted in ecstasy. It’s enough to push me over the edge.

“Now, Gabby,” I manage to say. “I’m coming.”

She cries out, a sound of pure release that triggers my own climax. Pleasure washes over me in waves as I continue to stroke myself, imagining her body clenching around me.

For a moment, there's nothing but our shared breathing, gradually slowing as we come down together.

“Walter,” she finally says, her voice tender and satisfied.

“Yes?” I respond, feeling pleasantly dazed.

“That was... incredible.” She laughs softly. “Why haven’t we done that before?”

“We’ve been too busy doing the real thing,” I point out, reaching for tissues from my nightstand. “But it isn’t too late to start. You can call me anytime you want to do it. Preferably at bedtime, though.”

“Oh no,” she says. “I was thinking more like during my lunch break, in my office, you know?”

I chuckle, recognizing her playful tone. “That could work, too. Naughty professor.”

She laughs merrily. “Just kidding. But seriously, there’s something uniquely intimate about this. Just voices and imagination.”

“And now you’ve officially done something your daughter has,” I tease gently.

“Don’t remind me,” she groans. “That’s still so weird to think about.”

“Welcome to taboo tension,” I say, and we both laugh.

“Yup, can’t wait to tell Dr. Bennett about it.”

I roll my eyes. “Dr. Bennett again. Were you thinking about her the whole time?”

“No!” She laughs. “I was not. But Walter, it sounds like you’re dying to meet her now, aren’t you?”

I want to deny, but end up admitting the truth. “Not dying to, but I wouldn’t mind meeting her.”

“Great. I’ll let her know. Bye for now. And think about me when you shower.”

“I will. Let’s have telepathic sex.”

“Sounds exciting!”


CHAPTER 7
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I follow Emma and Madison across the UCLA parking lot toward the athletic complex. The campus sprawls around us in pristine academic glory. Students rush past with backpacks and purpose. I recognize the central quad from visits years ago. The buildings look the same but somehow I feel more out of place now than I did then.

“This campus is gorgeous,” Emma says. She’s wearing a white tennis skirt and a matching tank top. “Like something out of a movie.”

Madison nods. “Yeah. That’s the only thing I like about it here. It’s pretty. West L.A. is nice too—small and charming.” She adjusts her dark ponytail. Her outfit mirrors Emma’s, but in navy.

Emma shrugs. “It’s okay. Kind of small. Feels like a high school. I only go there because my mom works there, and we get a huge tuition discount.”

“Small colleges have their advantages,” I say, recalling Westridge, the college I graduated from, not far from here. “It’s easier to get to know people, and you don’t get lost in the crowd.”

We walk past Royce Hall. Its imposing brick façade and twin towers trigger memories. Amelia loved this place. She dragged me here on weekends when we were undergrads at Westridge. The academic atmosphere suited her better than our smaller campus.

“Mr. Haines? Are you listening?” Madison waves her hand in front of my face.

“Sorry. Just remembering something.”

“You’ve been here before?” Emma asks.

“Years ago. An old girlfriend wanted to attend grad school here.”

The sidewalk narrows. Students part around us like water. I notice several young men stealing glances at Emma and Madison. I feel simultaneously proud and uncomfortable walking between these two beautiful young women. Their youth makes me conspicuous.

“Did she come here?” Madison asks.

“Who?”

“Your girlfriend.”

“No. She chose University of Washington.”

I remember walking these same paths with Amelia. I even remember what she wore that day: an olive sweater over jeans. Olive was her favorite color. I secretly hoped she would choose UCLA over Washington. I never told her. Pride or fear kept me silent.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Emma says.

“Just ghosts.” I smile to lighten the mood. “Ancient history.”

We reach the recreation center. Students in workout clothes stream in and out of the glass doors. The air conditioning hits us as we enter. The lobby smells of rubber flooring and sharp tang of sweat.

“The courts are this way,” Madison leads us down a hallway lined with trophy cases.

“You’ll see, Walter, the ones at Del Mar Park look pathetic compared to these,” Emma says. “The floor has actual grip.”

“Those are playground courts,” I say. “What did you expect?”

Emma laughs. “I know. Actually, it wasn’t so bad, was it? I loved the sea breeze. Did you?”

The image of her fluttering skirt flashes in my mind. I groan inwardly at the memory of her teasing.

The badminton courts come into view. Six full-sized courts with proper lighting and nets stretched taut across the polished wooden floor. College students leap and lunge across each court. Shuttlecocks arc through the air like tiny meteorites.

“They’re all full,” I state the obvious.

“We just need to wait.” Emma points to a group gathering their bags. “Those guys are finishing up.”

We stand against the wall. I feel the age gap between the other players and me is like a physical weight. Most appear to be undergrads. A couple of them are probably grad students, but still a lot younger than me. Their voices carry the carefree quality of youth without mortgage payments or existential dread.

A young man with curly blond hair glances our way. He nudges his friend. Soon several male gazes drift toward Emma and Madison. The girls either don’t notice or pretend not to. I notice. I stand a little straighter despite myself.

The court finally opens up. We claim it quickly before another group can. The girls pull their rackets from their sports bags. And I do the same.

“Want to warm up?” I ask.

We form a triangle. The shuttlecock floats between us in lazy arcs. Emma moves with surprising grace. Her strokes show significant improvement since our game at Del Mar Park.

“You’ve been practicing,” I say.

She grins. “Maybe.”

“She’s obsessed,” Madison says. “We played for hours on Tuesday.”

We transition to a proper game. Emma and I are against Madison. The rallies stretch longer than I expect. Madison returns shots I think are winners. Her footwork shows precision and planning.

“Where did you learn to play like this?” I ask after Madison scores a particularly clever drop shot.

She smiles. “Remember when you substituted for Coach Wilson in PE? Junior year?”

“Vaguely.” I recall filling in for the physical education teacher during his appendectomy recovery.

“You taught us badminton for two weeks. I thought it was fun.”

The revelation surprises me. “You never mentioned it before.”

Madison shrugs. “Never came up.”

We switch it up. Now I play against both women. They coordinate with silent signals and knowing glances and they run me ragged across the court. My breath comes faster, and sweat soaks through my t-shirt.

“Alright, I give up,” I finally call after a particularly brutal rally. “Mercy. Water break.”

We collapse onto a bench. I gulp water from my bottle. The cool liquid feels heavenly against my parched throat.

“Hello, ladies.”

Two young men approach our court. Both wear UCLA t-shirts and athletic shorts. The taller one has sandy hair and a confident smile. The shorter sports a carefully maintained stubble.

“Arthur. Ricky.” Emma acknowledges them with a nod. “Good to see you again.”

“We were hoping you might show up,” says the taller one. Arthur. He looks like he stepped out of a sportswear ad. His eyes dart briefly to me, then back to the women. “Want to play doubles? Us against you two?”

Emma and Madison exchange glances. They look at me with question marks in their eyes.

“Go ahead.” I wave them on. “I could use the break.”

“Are you sure?” Madison asks.

“Absolutely. I need to recover my dignity anyway.”

The girls grab their rackets. Arthur and Ricky take positions on the opposite side of the net. I sink onto the bench and become a spectator.

The game moves faster now. Arthur and Ricky play well. Their movements have the casual competence of regular players. They call out encouragements to Emma and Madison.

It’s obvious to me that their interest extends beyond badminton. The way Arthur watches Emma when retrieving the shuttlecock. How Ricky positions himself close to Madison when explaining a technique.

Something uncomfortable twists in my stomach. Jealousy? That seems ridiculous. These young women deserve attention from men their own age. Men without receding hairlines and cynical worldviews.

I watch Madison execute a perfect smash. Her face lights up with triumph. Emma high-fives her. They move together with easy familiarity despite knowing each other for only a week.

The thought that both harbor feelings for me seems ludicrous in this setting. Emma is Gabby’s daughter. Madison was my student. Their infatuation with me can only be temporary. A passing fancy. They should pursue relationships with men like Arthur and Ricky. Men with futures stretching before them, unencumbered by past failures.

The game ends. Madison and Emma win by a narrow margin. Arthur suggests another match.

“Maybe next time,” Emma says. “We should get back to our friend.”

“Could we get your numbers?” Ricky asks. “For badminton purposes.” His smile suggests additional purposes.

“Sorry,” Madison says. “We prefer to keep it casual.”

The young men accept the rejection with good grace. They move to another court. Emma and Madison return to my bench.

“Ready for more?” Emma asks me.

We play several more games. My mood darkens despite the physical exertion. I grow quieter. The girls notice but don’t comment. When we finish, I silently pack up my things.

We walk back through campus toward the parking lot. The sun is setting, and long shadows stretch across the brick buildings. Students lounge on the grass studying or chatting.

“You’re quiet,” Madison finally says.

“Just tired,” I lie.

“You’ve barely said ten words since we played with Arthur and Ricky,” Emma points out.

I shrug. My shoulders feel heavy with unspoken thoughts.

“Let’s get dinner,” I suggest. “My treat.”

“There’s a nice French place near here,” Madison says. “La Petite Maison.”

Twenty minutes later we sit at a table covered with crisp white linen. Crystal glasses catch the light from overhead chandeliers. The restaurant walls feature impressionist paintings and wood paneling. Soft music plays from hidden speakers. The hostess gave us a skeptical look before seating us.

I study the menu and wince at the prices. Still, the easy laughter of my young companions makes it feel worth it. “Order whatever you want,” I tell them.

Emma chooses the coq au vin. Madison selects the bouillabaisse. I opt for the beef bourguignon. We add a plate of escargot as an appetizer. I order a glass of red wine. They opt for sparkling water and juice.

“So what’s really bothering you?” Emma asks after the waiter leaves with our orders.

“Nothing.”

“Come on,” Madison says. “You’ve been sulking since we left UCLA.”

“I’m not sulking.”

“You totally are,” Emma counters. “You haven’t spoken more than two words until now.”

I sigh. The waiter brings our drinks. I take a sip of the wine before responding.

“Why didn’t you give your numbers to those guys?” The question comes out before I can stop it.

Emma and Madison exchange glances. A silent communication passes between them.

“Is that what this is about?” Madison asks. “Arthur and Ricky?”

“They seemed nice enough.”

“Are you jealous?” Emma leans forward. Her hazel eyes search mine.

“No. Not jealous.” I swirl the wine in my glass. “I just wonder why you prefer spending time with someone my age instead of guys your own age.”

“I like older, mature men. Guys my age are so impatient,” Emma says. “They can’t wait for their turn to talk.”

“And my handsome, hot teacher stole my heart years ago,” Madison adds. “So that was that.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” I say, though I can’t help the warmth in my chest.

“Plus, you’re not obsessed with social media validation,” Madison adds. “You read actual books.”

I chuckle. “Actual books. What a concept.”

I feel myself relaxing into the conversation. Their earnestness disarms me.

The waiter brings our escargot. The snails sit in their shells surrounded by garlic butter. We extract them with tiny forks.

“I’m old enough to be your father,” I remind them.

Emma shrugs. “Age is just a number.”

Our main courses arrive. The rich aromas of wine-infused sauces fill the air. The food looks exquisite with small portions artfully arranged on large plates.

“I guess I’m just lucky,” I say finally.

“We’re the lucky ones,” Madison says. Emma nods in agreement.

We eat in companionable silence for several minutes. The food tastes as good as it looks. The beef melts on my tongue. The sauce has depth and character.

“This is amazing,” Emma says between bites of chicken.

I watch them enjoy their meals. Their youth and beauty draw glances from other diners. I wonder what these strangers think of our arrangement. Do they assume I’m a father dining with his daughter and her friend? The truth feels both simpler and more complicated.

“What are you thinking about now?” Madison asks.

“Nothing complicated.” I take a sip of wine. “Just enjoying the moment.”

Emma rolls her eyes. “You sound like an old philosopher.”

“I thought you liked that,” I tease.

They laugh.

Madison lifts her glass. “To older men and their wisdom.”

“To youth,” I say.

Emma grins. “And… to badminton.”

“To badminton.” We clink our glasses.


CHAPTER 8
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We pull out of La Petite Maison’s parking lot into the cool evening air. Madison sits in the front passenger seat, Emma in the back behind her. I adjust the rearview mirror and catch Emma’s bright hazel eyes fixed on Madison.

“We should totally hang out a little longer,” Emma says, leaning forward. “My mom isn’t home tonight. We could go to my place. Have a little party.”

Madison smiles. “I’d love to, but perhaps another time. I have to finish a paper for my English lit class.”

“What’s the paper about?” I ask.

“Modernist influences in Virginia Woolf.” She sighs. “I’ve been putting it off.”

I nod. “Sounds interesting.”

“It would be if I understood half of it.” Madison laughs.

The streets of Westwood glow under streetlights. Students walk in groups. Once again, I indulge in the campus energy, as if I were still their age.

I drive back to Seaview Villas first. Emma shifts to the front seat when Madison gets out. She waves goodbye.

“See you later, Mr. Haines,” Madison calls. “Thanks for dinner.”

“Anytime,” I say. “See you soon. Call me if you need help with the paper.”

“Will do.”

I watch her walk to the entrance before pulling away.

“I really like her,” Emma says. “She feels like a kindred spirit.”

“I agree.”

“We have a lot in common.”

I glance at her. “You’re both sassy for one thing.”

She laughs. “Is that a complaint?”

“An observation.” I smile. “I like sassy.”

We reach her neighborhood minutes later. It’s Friday, and the beach crowds spill into the streets. I take the stop signs carefully. Emma hums along to the radio. Her fingers tap against her knee. She seems content. I wonder what she’s thinking.

I pull into the driveway of Gabby’s house.

“Will you be okay by yourself?” I ask.

She looks at me. “Yes. Why?”

“Your mom mentioned she was concerned.” I go on and tell her about my phone call with Gabby, skipping the intimate details.

Emma rolls her eyes. “She thinks I’m still a baby. I’m eighteen. I did not stay with my dad in the past few days either. I didn’t want to be a third wheel. But don’t tell my mom.”

“Okay,” I say. “Does it mean you don’t need me to stay?”

She pauses as she gazes at me with those bright eyes. “I would love you to stay,” she says, her voice turning husky. “But I don’t want you to babysit me.”

“I won’t.”

“Then stay.” Her smile widens.

I turn off the engine. I step out of the car, still wondering whether I’m making a mistake. Emma’s smile shows she has something naughty on her mind. And honestly, so do I. It’s been on my mind ever since Gabby gave me permission to see her daughter. But now, I’m suddenly concerned. Is it the right thing to do?

Emma is oblivious to the rules as ever. She takes my arm and walks close to me. We look like a couple who’ve been together forever. Her confidence unsettles me. She fits against me too perfectly.

We’re at the front door—too late to turn back. She unlocks the door, and we step inside. The house is quiet. She turns on a lamp in the entryway, and the door clicks shut behind us. Emma hooks her arms around my neck, her face tilting up toward mine.

“So, how are you going to babysit me?” she asks.

I chuckle. “I’m not going to.”

“What are you planning to do then?” Her voice turns sultry.

My heart races. Her bright hazel eyes meet mine. As I breathe in the fruity scent of her shampoo, my throat feels dry.

She moves closer. “What about kissing me on the lips?”

I suck in a breath. Her directness doesn’t surprise me anymore. I want to give her what she wants. I want to kiss her. I want more than that.

“We should take things slow,” I say instead.

She pouts. “Is it because of my mom?”

“Not really.” I step back slightly. “Like I said, your mom and I spoke yesterday. She made it clear she won’t interfere with... whatever this is between us.”

“What’s the problem then?”

“You’re too young.”

She sighs. “Not this again.”

“You should date someone like Arthur or Ricky first. I don’t want you to regret this one day.”

“I won’t regret it.” She touches my cheek. “I’ve dated guys before.”

“You have?”

“In high school. Quite a few, actually.”

This surprises me. “But your mom thought you didn’t like guys.”

“I didn't like any of the guys I dated.” She shrugs. “That’s different.”

A strange jealousy stirs in me. I picture faceless teenage boys touching her. Kissing her. I don’t like it.

“How far did these dates go?” I ask.

She gives me a sly smile. “Everything except home base.”

“What does that mean exactly?”

“I’ve made out with guys in their cars. In their houses.” She steps closer again. “I’m quite experienced in a lot of things.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Like what?”

I have a few guesses. None of them cools my desire for her.

Emma takes my hand. “Come sit down. I’ll show you.”

She leads me to the couch and makes me sit down. She then stands before me, her eyes never leaving mine. She knows what she’s doing. She knows the effect she has on me.

I shouldn’t be here. I should leave now. I should be the adult. But I stay seated and wait for what comes next. My better judgment has already lost the battle—it was lost weeks ago when she first smiled at me across the badminton court.

“Comfortable?” she asks.

I nod. The lie comes easily. Nothing about this situation is comfortable, and everything about it excites me.

Emma moves closer, her knees brushing mine, her perfume reaching me again. I think about how young she is, and how much I want her, the contradiction pulling at me.

The lamp casts soft shadows over her face, adding years to her appearance. In this light, she exudes a confidence that makes it clear she knows what she wants. She wants me. God help me, I want her too.

Emma slips off her jacket and settles beside me on the couch. Her fingers glide softly across my cheek, sending a shiver through me. Her expression shifts, radiating pure seduction as her eyes lock onto mine. I find myself unable to look away. My breath quickens in anticipation.

I don’t have to wait long for her next move. Her hand descends, slipping below my waist.

When her fingers brush against my cock, I jolt at the unexpected contact.

“Fuck,” I mutter.

She keeps her eyes on me. Her hand moves slowly, exploring with a gentle yet purposeful touch.

“You’re getting really hard,” she says. “I can’t wait to see how good you look. Madison told me you’re really long and big.”

“Jesus Christ.” The words escape me.

She smiles. She knows exactly what she’s doing to me.

Her other hand grabs mine, and she pulls it toward her. “Feel how wet I am.”

She’s still wearing her badminton shorts. The fabric feels damp already. I slip my hand under easily. She’s soaked. The evidence of her arousal coats my fingers.

I groan as I begin to touch her. My fingers glide over her folds, seeking out her clit. I rub gentle circles against it.

Emma moans. “That’s why I love you. You’re the only guy who knows how to touch me.”

“The others didn’t?”

“My previous boyfriends were all clumsy. They tried to stick their fingers into my vagina right away.” She wrinkles her nose. “It was really gross.”

“They’re idiots.” I keep my touch light and rhythmic. “I wasn’t great when I was younger either. But I was never that impatient.”

I think about Amelia. Our first time together. She guided my hand and showed me what she liked. She was resourceful, probably having done some research before we made out. The thought almost brings a smile to my face.

“Kiss me again,” Emma requests. Her voice pulls me back to now.

This time I don’t resist. I put my hand on her back and pull her toward me. My other hand stays between her legs. Our lips meet.

I taste her slowly, like savoring a precious dessert. She is precious to me. I don’t have to pretend otherwise.

Emma whimpers into my mouth. She kisses me back with enthusiasm. Her tongue finds mine and explores my mouth with confidence. She tastes sweet, young, like something I shouldn’t have.

Her hands move to her shorts,  and she wiggles out of them while we kiss.

I feel her bare skin beneath my fingers and groan against her lips. Breaking our kiss, I shift off the couch and drop to my knees in front of her, gently spreading her legs apart.

Emma gasps. “No way. You’re going to eat me out?”

“Damn right.” I lower my head between her thighs and put my mouth on her wet pussy.

I lick her juices, watching her reaction. Her mouth opens, her eyes narrow, and her body tenses. With just a few strokes of my tongue, she’s trembling.

She leans back into the couch and moans softly. “I’ve never felt so good before.”

I work her with my tongue, circling her clit. I dip lower, tasting every part of her. Her thighs quiver against my cheeks.

It doesn't take long. Her hips rise off the couch and her hands grip my hair as she comes against my mouth. Her moans fill the silent house.

I wait until her breathing steadies, and then look up at her flushed face. “Has anyone done that for you before, sweetheart?”

She shakes her head. “No. The guys only touched me with their hands.”

I wipe my mouth. “It’s their loss. You have the sweetest pussy on earth.”

Her eyes widen at my words. She looks both pleased and hungry for more.

“Will you fuck me?” she asks bluntly as she touches my face. “I’ve been saving my virginity for the right man. You’re the one.”

The weight of her words hits me. I hesitate. This is a line I can't uncross. This is the point of no return.

But I’ve already gone too far to turn back.

“Yes,” I say. “But not on the couch. On a proper bed.”

She nods. Her eyes shine with excitement. “Let’s go to my bedroom.”


CHAPTER 9
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Emma stands up, leaving her shorts behind. She strides ahead of me in just her shirt and underwear. Her long legs are stunning. I can’t help but be amazed by her confidence.

I follow her up the stairs, captivated by the sway of her hips. I wonder how we ended up here. How did this beautiful young woman decide she wanted me? Should I feel more guilt than I do?

But right now, all I feel is desire. I’m consumed by the urge to claim her as mine, to be inside her. She glances back over her shoulder and smiles at me.

That smile completely undoes me. Any resistance I had left melts away. The moral high ground I thought I stood on crumbles to dust.

“Coming?” she asks playfully.

“Yes.” The word comes out rough.

We reach the top of the stairs. Her bedroom door is ajar, revealing a darkened room beyond.

She takes my hand and pulls me inside, flicking on a small lamp.

I step into her space, her private world, a place I never imagined I would enter.

The door clicks shut behind us, and the outside world fades away.

Her room catches me off guard. It’s impeccably tidy. The bed features a purple comforter, perfectly arranged. A few stuffed animals are perched on a shelf, adding a touch of whimsy. The furniture exudes maturity, nothing like the chaotic college rooms I recall.

In the corner, a desk displays neatly stacked textbooks. It’s been ages since I stepped into a college girl’s room—since my time with Amelia. Her space was always a whirlwind of books and papers strewn across every surface, with quotes pinned haphazardly on the walls.

I push those thoughts away. Why does she keep surfacing in my mind? Perhaps it’s the visit to UCLA that stirs these memories. The campus rekindles echoes of my own college days—the carefree ease and the thrill of endless possibilities.

Emma pulls me back to the present. She peels off her shirt. Her fingers work the clasp of her bra and it falls away. My mouth goes dry at the sight of her perky breasts. I had glimpses of her cleavage over the past weeks, but never the full view.

She is beautiful, so beautiful I can’t look away. Her nipples harden under my gaze, and her skin glows in the soft light of her bedside lamp.

She laughs. “Are you going to just keep watching?”

“No.” I shake my head. “Hell no.”

I cup both breasts in my hands and squeeze them gently. Emma moans. She leans into my touch.

“I love your big hands,” she says. “Squeeze harder.”

I comply. I pinch her nipples between my fingers, making her moan louder. She moves backward and then lies down on her bed, her eyes never leaving mine.

“Would you rather do it doggy style?” she asks. “Madison says you like it that way.”

I curse with a laugh. “I do, but I like it other ways, too. Positions don’t matter too much.” I stroke her thigh. “It’s more comfortable for you to do it missionary the first time.”

“Okay.” She spreads her legs for me. Her virgin pussy glistens—the sight makes me swallow hard.

I pull my shirt over my head, and then I take off my shorts.

Emma bites her lower lip as she watches me. Her eyes burn with intensity.

“Hurry,” she says. “I can’t wait to see you naked.”

I tease her deliberately. I tug at my waistband but don’t remove my briefs. Emma complains as she cups one breast in her hand. The gesture nearly undoes me.

“Please don’t tease me.” She pouts. “I’ve waited for this moment since we first met.”

I chuckle softly and peel my underwear down an inch. I show her just the head of my cock. Emma moans, licking her lips.

I pull off the briefs completely, letting my cock spring free. It stands fully erect, and it throbs with anticipation.

Emma squeals. “Ohmygod. You are beautiful! The most beautiful cock on earth.”

I chuckle. “How do you know? How many have you seen?”

“I’ve perused cock pics online lately.” Her eyes travel over my body. “Research.”

“That’s very naughty.” I move closer to the bed. “I might have to spank you for that.”

“Would you?” Her eyes light up with interest.

“Yes. But later.” I wonder if Madison told Emma about our roleplay—the spanking and the names we called each other. The thought excites me more.

Emma moves closer and lies on her stomach. She kisses the head of my cock before taking it in her mouth. I stand by the bed and watch her lips stretch around me.

She sucks me with enthusiasm. Her tongue swirls around the head, while her hands grip the base.

She takes me deeper than I expect, and she doesn’t gag or hesitate. She knows exactly what she’s doing. She wasn’t kidding; she has clearly done her homework.

The sight is incredible: her lips wrapped around my cock, her eyes looking up at me, and her naked breasts pressed against the bed. Her mouth feels hot and inviting, and her tongue is clever in its movements. She varies her pressure and changes her speed, paying close attention to my reactions.

I picture her giving blow jobs to guys like Arthur and Ricky. The thought makes my jaw clench, but I push it away. Instead, I focus on the pleasure she gives me.

“You’re good at this,” I say, my voice sounding rough.

She hums around my cock, acknowledging my praise. The vibration sends pleasure up my spine. She sucks harder and moves faster as if my praise has spurred her on.

My pleasure builds quickly—too quickly. My balls tighten, my breath comes faster, and I’m close to coming. I grab her hair gently, pulling her back.

“I don’t want to come in your mouth, sweetheart,” I say.

She releases me with a wet pop, smiling up at me. Her lips look swollen, and her eyes look hungry.

“Why not?” She strokes me with her hand. “I want to taste you.”

“Another time. Tonight is about you. I want to be inside you for this.”

She nods with a smile, while her hand continues its gentle torture. Her eyes are glued to my cock, and she looks fascinated and eager.

“Is it going to hurt?” she asks suddenly.

The question reminds me of the significance of what we're about to do and of the responsibility I carry.

“A little.” I touch her cheek. “But I’ll be gentle. We’ll go slow.”

She nods again. Clearly, she trusts me, and the trust feels heavy on my shoulders. I want to deserve it. I want to make this good for her.

“I’m not afraid.” She moves back on the bed. “I want you. I’ve wanted you for so long.”

Her words ignite a warmth within me, something deeper than lust, something beyond mere desire—an unnamed feeling I’m reluctant to confront.

I gaze at her, sprawled across the bed, her youthful body inviting me in. Her face radiates longing.

I know I should turn away; I understand this crosses every boundary. Yet, I can’t bring myself to stop. I don’t want to stop.

I move to the bed, feeling the mattress sink beneath my weight. Emma reaches for me, her hands drawing me closer. Her legs part wider, and her eyes lock onto mine.

“Make me yours,” she whispers.

“I will, sweetheart.”

I lean in to kiss her. I trace my lips down her neck, finding the soft skin of her breasts. This is her first time. I need to make it good for her. I need to make it unforgettable. I want her to remember this moment.

My mouth travels lower. I kiss her stomach and her hips, and lick her pubic bone again. Her skin tastes like salt and sweetness. Her scent fills my head. I position myself between her legs.

I drag my cock against her dripping pussy. Emma utters a sound that comes from deep in her throat. It sounds urgent and needy. She spreads her legs wider and invites me in.

I find her entrance, linger a little, and then push in slowly. The head of my cock slips inside. Her heat surrounds me, and her wetness welcomes me. Her body tenses slightly.

Emma opens her mouth but makes no sound. Her eyes widen. I reach her hymen, and stop.

“Ready?” I ask.

She nods. “Yes.”

I push forward with a firm thrust. The barrier breaks. Emma jerks and lets out a yelp. Her nails dig into my shoulders, and I see pain flash across her face.

I freeze, holding still for a moment, allowing her to adjust to the feeling of me inside her.

“Are you okay?” I stroke her cheek.

She nods again. She takes deep breaths. “Keep going.”

I pull back slightly and thrust again. This time, she moans. Her face relaxes, the pain beginning to fade. I establish a slow rhythm, watching her expression as I move. I search for any signs of discomfort, but all I find is pleasure. Her body welcomes me, her hips rising to meet mine.

“You feel amazing,” I tell her. She smiles up at me, her eyes sparkling with wonder and delight. The sight sends a tightness through my chest.

“So do you.” Her hands run down my back. “I never knew it would feel like this.”

I increase my pace slightly. Her tightness grips me, and her warmth surrounds me. Her body fits mine perfectly, like she was made for me, like I was made for her.

I slide in deeper, each thrust sending ripples through her body. The room is silent except for the wet slap of skin, the high pitch of Emma’s increasingly desperate moans, and my own ragged breathing.

I can feel the tension winding inside her, a trembling readiness building with every buck of my hips. I focus on her face, on the way her eyes go glassy and unfocused and then snap back to mine, hungry and wild. Her lips part, letting out a sound halfway between a gasp and a plea.

She grips my biceps, her nails digging into my flesh. Her hips lift to meet my strokes, matching me thrust for thrust, until neither of us knows who is leading. I watch her breasts bounce with each motion.

When I lean over her and bite gently at her shoulder, she shudders and digs her nails in deeper. I know she’s close. I can see it in the way her eyes flutter, in the way her breath shortens, in the way her thighs start to clench around me. I push harder, faster, reckless now.

“Jesus, Emma,” I whisper, the edge of my voice already gone. “You’re perfect.”

She arches up, meeting my thrusts with urgent, almost frantic need. “Don’t stop,” she begs, and I don’t. I dig my fingers into her waist, pulling her up onto me, feeling her tightness pulse around my cock. I watch her eyes as the first tremor hits. She tries to stifle it, but a loud cry escapes her anyway.

Her orgasm takes her suddenly. She cries out, her body tightening around my cock. The pressure sends me over the edge, and I come inside her with a groan. We pulse together, breathe together, and revel in this moment together.

I collapse beside her and we lie in silence. Our breathing slows gradually, and our bodies cool. Emma turns toward me and presses against my side. Her head rests on my chest.

“Will you stay the night?” she asks. “Sleep here with me?”

“Yes.” I kiss her forehead. “I’ll stay.”

She smiles against my skin. “We should shower.”

“Together?”

“Of course.” Her hand strokes my chest. “We’re already sweaty. We might as well get clean together.”

The shower in her bathroom is small, and we stand close under the spray. Water cascades over our bodies and steam rises around us. I wash her hair and then soap her skin. She does the same for me.

Her hands explore me and my hands explore her, as if we haven’t had enough of one another. We kiss under the water. Her body feels slippery against mine. She turns to face the wall, and then she looks over her shoulder.

“Like this,” she says.

I know what she wants, and I enter her from behind. She braces against the shower wall as I hold her hips, and then I thrust into her. Water runs between our bodies. Her moans echo in the small space.

We finish together again. We rinse off, step out, and dry each other with fluffy towels. Her skin glows pink from the hot water and from the passion.

We return to her bed. The sheets feel cool against our clean skin. Emma curls against me, her hand resting on my chest.

“We should rest before trying different positions,” she says matter-of-factly.

My mouth opens in surprise—her enthusiasm stuns me. I didn’t expect her to want more so soon.

She notices my expression. “Would you rather sleep instead?”

“No.” I shake my head. “Not at all.”

She smiles and kisses my chest. And then she closes her eyes, saying she will nap for just a few minutes.  Despite her plans for more exploration she falls asleep quickly. Her breathing becomes deep and even. Her body relaxes completely against mine.

I kiss the top of her head. I remember my younger days. My restless nights with Amelia. Sleep was never an option then. We would make love until morning, until we were exhausted, until we couldn’t move.

I feel young again with Emma. I feel alive in ways I haven’t in years. But a small worry nags at me. She seems insatiable. Her appetite might surpass mine. Can I keep up with her? Can I satisfy her fully?

I’ll need a fitness plan. I’ll need to eat better. Sleep better. Exercise more. The thought makes me smile. What a problem to have. The worry of pleasing a beautiful young woman who wants me desperately.

Her arm tightens around me in her sleep. She murmurs something I can’t understand. I stroke her hair as I watch the gentle rise and fall of her chest. I listen to her breathing.

I wonder what tomorrow will bring and what Gabby will say when she returns. I wonder if Emma will regret giving herself to me and if I will regret taking her.

But for now, I feel only contentment and peace. The quiet satisfaction of holding her close, of being wanted, and wanting in return.

The night stretches before us—hours of darkness and possibility. Hours in which Emma might wake and ask for more.

And I will give her what she wants. I will give her everything I can.

I close my eyes and let sleep approach slowly.


CHAPTER 10
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It’s Tuesday evening. I’m checking my reflection in the bathroom mirror. My hair looks decent enough, but I run my fingers through it one more time. The dinner with Gabby and her academic friend Dr. Bennett looms ahead of me like a mild inconvenience. I don’t particularly want to go. The thought of being studied like some rare specimen makes my skin crawl. But Gabby asked. I owe her this much.

My phone buzzes on the counter. Probably Gabby confirming our plans. She returned home on Sunday and called me right away, asking whether I would like to have dinner with them as Dr. Bennett was eager to meet me. I can only imagine why. A landlord who sleeps with multiple women including a mother and daughter. What a fascinating research subject I must seem to an anthropologist.

I button up my formal shirt. It feels stiff against my skin. Gabby insisted this was just a casual dinner. I still want to look presentable. The clean jeans will have to do. I open my closet and stare at the dusty trousers I used to wear for teaching. They hang like ghosts of a former life. I shut the door quickly. I’m not trying to impress anyone.

The truth is I’m grateful to Gabby. I still can’t believe she changed her mind about Emma and me, even though her acceptance didn’t happen overnight. I watched her struggle with it. I still feel indebted to her for that understanding.

And apparently Dr. Bennett had something to do with Gabby’s change of heart. Her research on polygamous kinship systems gave Gabby a new perspective. So maybe I should be grateful to Dr. Bennett too.

I grab my keys and wallet. There’s nothing shameful about my relationships with these women. We share love and respect and genuine care. From what Gabby has told me about Dr. Bennett, she won’t judge. A simple dinner won't kill me. No one can publish anything about us without consent.

I lock my door and start walking toward the gate. The evening air feels cool against my face. It’s late October. Winter is coming, though another heat wave is on the way.

“Walter!”

I turn around. Sara stands at her open door. Anya and Charlotte flank her like bookends. They all wear amused smiles.

“Look at you in your Sunday best,” Anya says, her gray eyes sparkling with mischief.

“Where are you off to?” Charlotte asks, scanning me from head to toe.

“Dinner with Gabby and her friend,” I explain. “An anthropologist she met at a conference.”

Their eyebrows rise in unison. It would be comical if it didn’t make me feel so transparent.

I feel like I need to fill them in with more details, so I do, telling them that Dr. Bennett does research on polygamous relationships.

This time, their mouths fall open in unison. “I see,” Sara says. “Then you must be a perfect specimen to study!”

I chuckle with embarrassment. “I hope not,” I say. “I agree to meet up simply because of Gabby. She…convinced me to.”

They nod. “It’s just a dinner,” Charlotte says. “You can handle it, Walter.”

“Gabby doesn’t praise anyone lightly,” Anya says. “So this woman might be worth meeting.”

“Thank you ladies, now I feel better,” I say. “What are you up to?”

“Working on the painting project,” Sara says. “Anya and Charlotte are helping.”

“What project?” I ask.

The three women exchange glances. Sara smiles. “The one we were live models for. Remember?”

The memory warms my face. Anya had suggested Sara create some erotic paintings, and that suggestion led to a wild night.

“We’re having a little party too,” Anya adds. “Ordering Chinese food.”

“I hoped you would join us,” Sara says. Her blue eyes hold mine. “But it can wait.”

I nod. “Another time.”

The walk to the parking lot feels longer than usual. For a second I consider turning back. The foursome we had was unforgettable. The way their bodies moved together, the sounds they made and the way they wanted me are still vivid in my mind.

I get in my car and force myself to focus. The Indian restaurant is in Westwood. I’ve been there before—the food is good and the service is attentive. I pull out of the parking lot and onto the main road.

I arrive at the restaurant five minutes early, as I hate keeping women waiting. The hostess leads me to a table for three near the window. The restaurant smells of cumin and cardamom. A few families sit at larger tables, and couples lean toward each other at smaller ones.

I pull out my phone and text Gabby: I’m here.

Her response comes immediately: Almost there!

The waiter approaches with a friendly smile. “Something to drink while you wait?”

“What beers do you have?”

“Kingfisher, Taj Mahal, and Corona.”

“I’ll have the Taj Mahal.”

He returns quickly with a tall bottle and a chilled glass. I pour carefully. The beer forms a perfect head. I take a sip. It tastes crisp and slightly sweet. Not bad.

I check my watch. It’s exactly six. The restaurant has begun to fill. I take another sip of beer and wait for Gabby and the mysterious Dr. Bennett. I wonder if I’m about to become a footnote in some academic paper about modern relationship dynamics. The thought makes me cringe. That would be quite the legacy for a former English teacher turned landlord.

I've barely swallowed a sip of my beer when Gabby walks through the door. A tall woman follows her. I wave until they spot me. Gabby looks radiant tonight. Her hair falls in soft waves around her face. Her quarter-sleeve dress hugs her curves perfectly. She wears minimal makeup. She doesn’t need it. Her natural beauty has always been enough.

I stand to pull out chairs for both women. My eyes shift to Dr. Bennett. She has glamorous curly dark hair that billows over her shoulders. She carries herself with confidence. Something about her seems familiar. The olive blouse?

“Walter, meet Dr. Bennett,” Gabby says. “And Amy, this is Walter.”

I struggle to meet her gaze. My body locks up, and my thoughts trip over themselves. The clamor of the restaurant disappears. Those eyes—I recognize them. They remind me of Amelia. But that can’t be right.

It’s been twenty years since I last saw her. I’ve seen photos online—shots from her research in Africa, including one of her in field gear, looking every bit the confident adventure. 

But Amy? Could Amy stand for Amelia? No. The odds are too small. I'm chasing ghosts again.

“Nice to meet you, Amy,” I say. I extend my hand for her to shake.

She freezes too, her eyes widening. “No way. Walter Haines?”

My heart pounds against my ribs. “Amelia?”

We stare at each other. I search for traces of the girl I knew in college. She’s there—in the arch of her eyebrows, the curve of her smile, the slight tilt of her head when she’s surprised.

“Oh my God,” Amelia whispers with a smile. “It is you!”

We step closer, and then we hug. Her familiar scent brings back memories of the days and nights we spent together.

“I can’t believe it,” I say as we pull apart.

“Me neither!” Amelia says. “I knew this meeting was going to be exciting. But boy, I had no idea I would be meeting you, Walter!”

Gabby’s expression is priceless. Her mouth hangs open, and her eyes dart between us. She clearly didn’t expect this.

We settle into our seats as the waiter lingers close by. We tell Gabby about our college romance, how it came to an end when Amelia moved to Seattle for her graduate studies. It’s a piece of my past I’ve kept to myself; only Charlotte is aware of Amelia among the women in my life.

“Now it all makes sense,” Gabby says with a knowing smile. “Why Walter is such a catch but still single all these years. He never got over you.”

“That’s not true,” I protest. But my voice lacks conviction. Charlotte pointed this out to me recently. I hadn’t realized it myself until then.

Amelia smiles. “That’s very sweet. I’m honored.”

My face feels hot. “I’ve dated plenty since then,” I try to explain. I don’t know why. Perhaps it’s because I was the one who let her go. And I feel the need to maintain the pretended “coolness.”

Amelia observes me quietly for a moment with her intelligent eyes behind her spectacles. And then her smile broadens. “And yet you’re still single.”

I open my mouth to speak again, but chuckle instead. That’s Amelia. It’s hard to argue with the smart girl.

I glance at her furtively. She looks good in a charcoal blazer over an olive blouse. Her hair is pulled back. Her silver-rimmed glasses make her look even smarter. There are small lines at the corners of her eyes, but they make her look wise instead of old.

The waiter takes our orders. More beer for me. Wine for the ladies. We choose several dishes to share.

“When did you leave Africa?” I ask Amelia.

She looks surprised. “You know I was in Africa?”

I stare at my beer. “I've checked up on you online once in a while.”

“You should have contacted me,” she says. “We could have gotten together sooner.”

“I didn’t know if you wanted to see me.”

“I would have loved to.” She touches my hand briefly. “I’ve been at UCLA for a year now.”

“Tell me about your life,” I say. “The condensed version.”

Amelia laughs. “After grad school in Seattle, I taught at the University of Michigan for three years. Then Princeton offered me a position. I married another professor there.”

I expect it, but the mention still lands with a faint ache. “Office romance?” I ask, a little too quickly.

“Not really. Different department, econ.” She rolls her eyes. “We met at a faculty dinner.”

“Campus romance,” Gabby chimes in. “Has never happened to me.”

Amelia smiles. “Like I said, not much of a romance. We were both over thirty. He wanted a family, and I agreed to try. It didn’t work. He hated how much I traveled for research. We divorced after three years.”

“I’m sorry,” I say.

She shrugs. “Ancient history. Anyway, I spent most of my time in Africa. Tanzania, mainly. I started as a primatologist, studying chimpanzees and baboons.”

“Like Jane Goodall,” Gabby says.

“Yes. But I became more interested in human behavior. The shift to behavioral anthropology felt natural. I studied polygamous kinship systems in several communities.”

“I wish you’d been at her talk,” Gabby says to me. “It was fascinating. Honestly, life-changing.”

I reach across the table and touch her hand, remembering how excited she sounded on the phone a few days ago. Then I turn to Amelia. “I wanted to thank you for that. Gabby was struggling with our relationship before the conference.”

Amelia nods. “She told me. I’m glad the talk helped. A lot of our feelings are shaped by culture—our assumptions about what’s right or wrong, good or bad, even what we find attractive. One culture might value thinness, another curves…” She trails off as our food arrives.

The server sets down steaming plates of curry and rice, followed by fresh naan. The aroma makes my stomach growl.

I tear off a piece of naan and dip it into the curry. “This is good.”

Gabby nods. “Really good.”

Amelia smiles. “It’s toned down a bit. The food I had in India was a lot more intense.”

“I can imagine,” Gabby says. “Spicier, for sure.”

“You’ve been to India?” I ask.

“Briefly,” she says. “After a conference in Delhi, I spent some time traveling along the northern region, near Nepal. Not formal research—more observing, getting a feel for things.”

“Is Nepal very different from India?” Gabby asks.

Amelia tilts her head. “Yes and no. They’re close geographically, so there’s overlap. But you start noticing differences pretty quickly.”

“Like what?” Gabby leans in.

“Food, for one,” Amelia says. “In northern India, a lot of dishes are richer—more butter, more cream, heavier sauces, especially in restaurants. The spices are bold, layered, sometimes quite hot. In Nepal, the flavors feel simpler. Less oil, less cream—you get more of the base ingredients. Lentils, rice, vegetables. Cleaner, more direct.”

“Do they speak the same language?” I ask.

“Not really,” Amelia says. “India has dozens of languages. In the north, you hear a lot of Hindi, but it shifts from place to place. Nepal has its own language—Nepali—which is related but still distinct. You can catch similarities, but it’s not the same.”

She takes a sip of her drink, and the conversation drifts on.

We eat. We talk. Amelia tells us about living in a small village in Tanzania. Learning the local dialect. Gaining trust. Documenting relationship patterns that would shock most Americans.

“I studied a community where two brothers shared a wife,” she says. “They were perfectly happy. The children knew both men as fathers.”

“Fascinating,” Gabby says.

“I also documented two women—a mother and daughter—sharing a husband in Nepal,” Amelia continues. “The arrangement made economic sense for them. More hands to work the land.”

She hesitates, then adds, “And yes, there was jealousy. Not explosive, but persistent. The mother admitted she tried to delay the daughter having children—said it would ‘complicate things.’ The daughter saw it differently.”

Gabby and I exchange a glance, unspoken understanding passing between us. She had struggled with the same emotions once, but she’s moved past them. I reach out and squeeze her hand.

Amelia pauses for a moment, seeming to register the exchange, then continues.

I listen to Amelia, watching her animated face and the way her hands move when she speaks. She’s still beautiful, still brilliant—but different now, more worldly, more confident than she was at twenty.

“What about you, Walter?” she asks. “Gabby mentioned you’re a landlord now. And a writer?”

“Yes. I quit teaching three years ago when my father died. He left me an apartment complex. I’ve self-published a few books, so I guess I can call myself a writer.”

“Gabby told me about your book about your dad—The Father Who Got Away. I’m definitely going to read it,” she says.

“Thank you.” I’m suddenly self-conscious. Amelia is quite a critic. What is she going to think of my book?

“Are you working on anything new?” Amelia asks.

I hesitate. “Time travel. A man trying to fix his past mistakes.”

Gabby smiles knowingly. I shoot her a warning look.

The evening ends too quickly. The restaurant begins to empty as the waiter brings the check. I insist on paying.

“You both have to come to my place next weekend,” Gabby says as we walk to our cars. “It’s supposed to be warm—we could have a pool party. I’ll invite the others too.”

“I’d love that,” Amelia says. She turns to me. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”

I nod. “Twenty years' worth.”

She hugs me goodbye. Her body feels both familiar and strange against mine. I watch her walk away with Gabby. The past and present collide in my mind. I wonder what Charlotte will say when I tell her Amelia has reappeared in my life. I wonder whether I should rewrite my novel. Peter Chronin might not need to travel through time after all. Sometimes the past comes back on its own.


CHAPTER 11
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The streetlights blur past my windshield. The dinner with Amelia plays on repeat in my head. I can’t shake it. The whole thing feels impossible. It feels like something I made up. A fiction I invented during one of my long afternoons in front of my laptop.

The red light catches me. I stop and stare at the intersection. A few pedestrians cross in front of me. They move slowly as if they have nowhere urgent to be. Maybe no one’s in a hurry tonight.

My hands rest on the steering wheel. They feel numb. The sensation spreads up my forearms. I flex my fingers to bring feeling back.

The light turns green.

Amelia looked so good tonight. That’s the thought that keeps circling back.

She smiled at me just like she used to, and that surprised me the most. I had expected her to have changed completely. Twenty years is a long time, after all. People can become strangers to themselves in less.

But when she smiled, it felt like I was twenty-one again. Of course, Charlotte was right. She has a way of seeing through my bullshit, and I find that both annoying and necessary. I haven’t gotten over Amelia at all. Not even close.

Traffic thins out. The night air coming through my cracked window smells like salt and exhaust.

Why didn’t I contact her all these years? The question gnaws at me now. I had opportunities. I had her email. I knew where she worked. I could have sent something simple, something that didn’t ask anything of her.

But I never did.

Pride. That’s the ugly truth of it. Pride and cowardice dressed up as consideration. I was the one who ended things between us. I was the one who told her not to let me factor into her decision about graduate school. I made that choice, and I told myself I had to live with it.

I convinced myself I was being noble. Selfless. I didn’t want to hold her back. I didn’t want her to resent me ten years down the line when she realized she’d given up her dream for some guy.

But that’s only part of it. The rest is simpler. I was afraid—afraid of being the reason she stayed, afraid of not being enough, afraid she’d eventually realize I wasn’t worth the sacrifice.

So I let her go and told her to pursue her dreams. I watched her get on a plane to Seattle.

And then I spent the next twenty years watching from a distance.

I followed her career the way some people follow sports teams. I read her papers, even when most of it went over my head. With each one, I felt a little smaller. Each achievement widened the gap between us.

She did fieldwork in Tanzania. Presented at conferences in Berlin and Tokyo. She became Dr. Amelia Bennett—an expert, a scholar, someone who mattered in her field.

And I became what? A high school English teacher who couldn’t get his students to care about Fitzgerald. A landlord who collected rent and fixed leaky faucets. A guy who wrote novels that maybe five people would ever read.

I imagined her life filling up with things that mattered. Colleagues, research, travel. I pictured her meeting people who understood her world, who could keep up with her. Men who could keep up with her intellectually.

I imagined I became too small to fit in that life.

The gap widened every time I read about a new position or publication. I told myself she’d outgrown me, that if I reached out she’d be polite but distant, wondering why I was bothering her after all this time.

So I didn’t reach out. I kept watching and pretended I’d moved on.

But tonight. Tonight shattered all of that.

The beach opens up to my left, darkness spreading over the water. I can hear the waves even through the closed windows. The sound never stops. Day or night. The ocean just keeps going.

Seeing Amelia tonight made everything clear. I can’t lie to myself anymore. Despite all the reasoning and rationalizing and mental gymnastics I’ve done over the years, the truth is simple.

I still have feelings for her. Strong feelings. The kind that don’t fade just because you ignore them. Why didn’t I realize it sooner?

But I did realize it. That’s the real issue. I’ve always known. I just didn’t want to admit it. Admitting it would mean acknowledging I wasted twenty years. That I let pride and fear dictate my choices. That I’m a coward.

Amelia was the reason I wrote the novel about Peter Chronin. That’s so obvious now it hurts. Peter trying to go back in time to fix things with Amber. Peter realizing too late what he’d lost. Peter understanding that some choices can’t be undone.

I wrote myself into that story. I gave Peter the chance I never took. I let him try to make things right. And in the end he learns that even if you could change the past, it wouldn’t give you what you wanted. You’d just trade one mess for another.

Profound stuff. Very literary. The kind of thing that sounds wise on the page.

Except I didn’t learn the lesson. I wrote it but I didn’t internalize it. I’m still stuck in the same place I was when I started the book. Still wishing I’d made different choices. Still wondering what if.

Damn. I want to see her again already. Gabby’s house next Sunday. Amelia wants to meet everyone else, Charlotte, Anya, Sara, Madison and Hailey. She seemed genuinely interested in my life here. In the strange little community I’ve built at Seaview.

Five days feels too long. Five days of replaying the dinner, of wondering if she felt any of it.

Maybe I could find an excuse to see her sooner. Meet her up again at UCLA, for a coffee or simply a walk on campus.

No. That’s desperate. I need to calm down. Get my head straight.

Seaview Villas comes into view, the Spanish-style buildings warm in the streetlight. I pull into my usual spot.

I pause at the gate after it clicks shut. Sara's unit is still well-lit. I can see the glow through her windows. But it’s quiet—no voices, no music. The party must be winding down.

I should go to my apartment—make some tea, work on the new book, and try to settle my mind.

But I don’t want to be alone. I’m too wound up, too emotional. I need company. I need to stop thinking about Amelia, if only for a while.

The cool night air feels good on my face as I head toward Sara’s unit, my footsteps echoing a little too loudly on the concrete.

I hesitate before knocking. It’s probably a bad idea.

I knock anyway.

Footsteps approach from inside. The door opens, and Sara stands there in a loose cotton sweater and jeans. Her blonde hair falls over one shoulder, and her blue eyes study my face.

“Walter,” she says. “You’re back. How did the dinner go?”

“It went well,” I say. The words come out flat. I try again. “Really well, actually.”

She tilts her head slightly as if she’s reading me.

“Can I come in?” I ask.

“Of course.” She steps aside and gestures me through. “I was just cleaning up.”

I walk into her living room. Wine glasses sit on the coffee table. Plates with crumbs. A half-empty bottle of red wine. But no Anya or Charlotte.

“Where are Anya and Charlotte?” I ask.

“They left about ten minutes ago,” Sara says. She closes the door behind me. “Anya wasn’t feeling well. Nothing serious, I think. Just tired. She wanted to go home and rest.”

“Is she okay?”

“She’ll be fine.” Sara picks up two of the wine glasses. “She probably just ate too much.”

I smile despite myself. “I see.”

Sara carries the glasses to the kitchen. I follow her with my eyes.

“Come here,” she says after she rinses the glasses. “I want to show you something.”

I walk around the couch to the far side of the living room. Her work area takes up half the space. Easels and canvases and jars full of brushes. The smell of linseed oil and turpentine hangs in the air. It's become familiar to me. Comforting.

She stands next to a large canvas on an easel. The painting faces away from me. She looks at me with something like mischief in her expression.

“Ready?” she asks.

“I think so.”

She turns the canvas toward me.

My breath catches. The painting is a rough draft, far from finished. But already it’s beautiful. The composition is strong. The colors are bold: reds and oranges and deep shadows.

It's me and Anya. I recognize us immediately despite the loose brushwork. I'm positioned above her, and my mouth is on her breast. Her head is thrown back, and her hair spreads across the pillow. The expression on her face is one of pleasure. Abandon. Complete surrender to the moment.

My own face is less visible since I’m caught in profile. But there’s an intensity to it, a hunger. Sara captured something I didn’t know was visible from the outside.

“It’s beautiful,” I say. That’s an understatement.

“It’s just the beginning,” Sara says. She stands beside me and studies the canvas. “I have a lot more work to do. Details to add. The lighting needs adjustment. But the foundation is there.”

“What will you do with it?” I ask. “I mean, after you finish it.”

“I’m planning to work on a whole series,” she says. “Paintings based on all of us. Different combinations. Different moments. Then maybe have an exhibition.”

I can’t help it. I chuckle. “That’s really quite an 'exhibition’ literally.”

Sara laughs. The sound fills the room. “Charlotte said the same thing earlier. Almost word for word.”

“Great minds,” I say.

“Or dirty minds,” she says. She turns to look at me. “Are you comfortable with this? I should have asked before I started. I got so caught up in the idea I didn’t think about whether you’d want your image out there like this.”

“No problem,” I say. “As long as you don’t name the painting after me.”

She rolls her eyes, a grin spreading across her face.  “Oh, that’s too bad. I was going to call it 'Walter and Anya.’”

I understand it’s a joke and laugh. “Very subtle.”

“I try.” She picks up a brush from the worktable and examines the bristles. “Maybe I’ll go with something more artistic. 'Study in Red Number Three’ or something equally pretentious.”

I glance around her work area. It really does take up half the living room. Canvases are stacked against the wall, paint tubes are scattered across the table, and rags are piled in the corners. This space is too small for the scope of work she’s doing.

“Are you really okay with this small workshop?” I ask. “I mean, it works. But you could have so much more room if you got a house.”

“Actually,” Sara says. She sets the brush down. “I’ve been looking for an art studio to rent. I found a place I really like. It’s not far from here. Maybe ten minutes.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s perfect. Big windows. North-facing light. High ceilings. And it comes with a small showroom attached. I could work and display at the same place.”

“That sounds ideal,” I say.

“The rent is quite high,” she admits. She crosses her arms over her chest. “But I think it’s worth it. I’m making enough from sales now to justify it. And having a dedicated space would change everything. I could work larger and I could keep more pieces in progress.”

“I’m glad,” I say. And I mean it. “You deserve a real studio.”

“But I don’t want to move out of Seaview,” she adds quickly. “I love living here. I love being close to you and Anya and Charlotte. This place feels like home. I don’t want to give that up for more space.”

Something warm spreads through my chest. “I’m glad you’re staying.”

“Where else would I go?” She smiles. “All my favorite people are here.”

She walks to the couch and sits down. She picks up the wine bottle and checks the level. “There’s enough for two glasses. Want some?”

“Sure,” I say.

She pours wine into two clean glasses from the kitchen. I sit beside her on the couch. She hands me a glass. The wine is room temperature now. We take sips at the same time.

“So,” Sara says. She turns to face me. “What happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“You look like you’ve got something on your mind. Something heavy. Did Dr. Bennett give you a hard time?”

I set my glass on the coffee table. I lean back into the couch. How do I even begin to explain this?

“Not at all,” I say. “The opposite, actually. The dinner was great. We talked for hours. It felt easy. Natural. Like no time had passed.”

“But?” Sara prompts.

“But Dr. Bennett turned out to be Amelia,” I say. “Amelia Bennett. My girlfriend from college. My first girlfriend.”

Sara’s mouth falls open. Actually falls open. She blinks at me like she didn’t hear correctly.

“Wait,” she says. “Your Amelia? The one more or less your time travel novel is about? The one Charlotte mentioned?”

I pause. I should’ve known Charlotte would mention her. “That’s the one.”

“Oh my God, Walter.” She sets her own glass down. “That’s incredible. What are the odds?”

“I have no idea,” I say. “It felt surreal. When we were talking in the restaurant I thought I was hallucinating. Or dreaming. I almost didn’t believe it was really her.”

“And you had no idea it was her before you went?”

“None. Gabby just called her Dr. Bennett. The name didn't register. I mean, Bennett is a common last name. I never put it together.”

Sara leans toward me. Her expression is intense. Focused. “How do you feel?”

That’s the question, isn’t it? The one I’ve been avoiding all night. The one that’s been clawing at my insides since I left the restaurant.

I hesitate. I look at my hands, then I look at Sara. She deserves the truth. She’s always been honest with me.

“I feel emotional,” I say. The word sounds inadequate. “More than that. I’m shaken. I haven’t realized until tonight that I’m still in love with Amelia, after all these years. It’s like this thing I buried so deep I forgot it was there. And now it’s right in front of me and I can’t ignore it.”

Sara doesn’t look surprised. She reaches out and takes my hand. Her fingers are warm.

“I also haven’t realized I’m such a coward,” I continue. “And a fool. I could have contacted Amelia sooner. Years ago. I could have reached out. But I didn’t. I told myself all these stories about why it was better not to. But really I was just afraid.”

“Walter,” Sara says. Her voice is gentle. “Don’t blame yourself. You did the right thing back then. You let Amelia decide for herself. You didn’t try to manipulate her or make her feel guilty. That took strength, not cowardice.”

“She chose the University of Washington over me,” I say. “She made the right choice.”

“She made the choice because that’s what she wanted,” Sara says. “And you respected that. There’s nothing wrong with what you did.”

“I could’ve gone to Seattle with her,” I say. The words come out raw. “I could’ve found work up there. I could’ve made it work.”

Sara squeezes my hand. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

I look at her. “What?”

“If you’d gone to Seattle, I would never have known you,” she says. “Neither would Charlotte or Anya. We wouldn’t have this. This community. This strange little family we’ve built. I’m sure the other ladies in Seaview would agree with me.”

I smile despite the heaviness in my chest. She’s right. Of course she’s right.

“You have a point,” I say.

“I usually do,” she says. She smiles back. “Look, Walter. There’s no right or wrong path. You made the choices you made. They led you here. To this life. To us. Maybe seeing Amelia again is part of the path too. Maybe it means something. Or maybe it’s just a coincidence. Either way, you don’t have to beat yourself up about the past.”

Something shifts inside me. The tightness in my chest loosens.

I think about Peter Chronin—how he spends the whole novel trying to go back and fix things, only to learn it doesn’t fix anything. It just gives you a different version of the same problem. You still have to live with it.

I wrote that ending. I understood it intellectually. But I didn’t really get it until now. Not in my bones.

There’s no wrong path. Just the path you’re on.

“Thank you,” I say. “I needed to hear that.”

“Anytime,” Sara says.

I lean in and kiss her. It’s impulsive. Unplanned. But it feels right. Her lips are soft and she tastes like red wine.

The kiss deepens. She shifts closer to me on the couch. Her hand moves to the back of my neck and her fingers thread through my hair. My breathing quickens. So does hers.

I pull her closer. She makes a small sound in her throat—the kind of sound that goes straight through me. Our bodies press together. The couch is too small for this.

We break the kiss. Both of us are breathing hard. Her eyes are bright and her cheeks are flushed.

“Do you want to go upstairs?” she asks. Her voice is low and husky.

“Of course,” I say. “I would like it very much.”

She stands and takes my hand and I follow her to the stairs.


CHAPTER 12
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The beach is quiet at seven in the morning. The air is cool and clean. I breathe it in and feel something close to peace, for a moment anyway.

The morning crowd hasn’t arrived yet. A few early risers are walking their dogs near the waterline and a man in a wetsuit is carrying his surfboard toward the waves. Otherwise, I have the beach mostly to myself.

I used to prefer it this way. Solitary. Undisturbed. But that was before Hailey and Anya started joining me on Saturday mornings. Hailey would walk Hercules while Anya and I jogged. We’d talk about nothing important. Books sometimes, or the weather. Whatever came to mind.

Now they’re both absent and I feel the emptiness of it. Hailey is preparing for the writing group. She’s probably in her kitchen right now with flour on her hands. Anya has been experiencing stomach discomfort since Tuesday. She texted last night saying she wanted to sleep in and I told her that was fine. I didn’t tell her I’d miss her company.

I pick up my pace. The ocean stretches out gray and endless to my left. Gulls wheel overhead. My legs pump harder. I’m trying to outrun the loneliness but it keeps pace with me easily.

I finish my run twenty minutes earlier than usual. There’s no point dragging it out. I head back toward Seaview Villas with my T-shirt damp and my breath coming hard.

The driveway comes into view. I’m about to cross it and head to the gate when I see Hailey’s blue Prius pulling out. Madison is alone in the driver’s seat. She spots me and stops the car. The window rolls down.

“Morning Mr. Haines.” Her smile is bright despite the early hour. “You’re up early.”

“Could say the same about you.”

“Farmers’ market run. Hailey needs vegetables for the meeting. Avocados and stuff.” She drums her fingers on the steering wheel. “She’s baking right now. She got up at six for that.”

“My goodness,” I say with a chuckle. “She’s taking it seriously.”

“Yup. That’s my sister. Always serious.” Madison grins. “You should go help her out. She’s probably exhausted.”

“I’ll do that.”

“Cool. I’ll be back soon.” She waves and turns onto the street.

I watch her go. Then I head to my apartment. However eager I am to help Hailey out, my shirt sticks to my back and I need a shower.

The hot water feels good on my sore muscles. I scrub quickly and don’t linger. I towel off and pull on clean jeans and a gray T-shirt. My laptop sits on my desk. I grab it along with the smoked salmon from my fridge. I got it yesterday since everyone needs to contribute.

I cross the courtyard and head for Unit 5. As soon as I knock on the door I hear Hercules barking. Then footsteps approach from inside.

The door opens. Hailey stands there in yoga pants and a loose sweatshirt. An apron covers the front, flour dusts one cheek, and her hair is slightly mussed. Her blue eyes widen when she sees me.

“Walter. Hi.” Her smile is shy as always.

Hercules launches himself at my legs. I crouch down and stroke his head. The terrier’s tail whips back and forth and his whole body wags with excitement.

“Hey boy. Good morning.”

“Come in. Please.” Hailey steps back.

I follow her inside. Hercules dances around my feet. The apartment smells incredible. Not of spiced beef like the last time but of baked goods. Sweet and warm and inviting. My stomach growls.

The memory hits me the moment I step past the threshold. The couch and coffee table all remind me of the night more than two weeks ago. Hailey and Madison and me. The role play. The way Hailey had called me daddy. The heat, the absolute depravity, and joy of it.

My pulse quickens, but I force myself to focus on the present moment. Hailey is watching me with those wide blue eyes.

“It smells great in here,” I say, mostly to pretend my mind isn’t in the gutter.

“Thanks. I hope I made enough.” She walks toward the kitchen and I follow. Hercules trots back to his crate in the corner and curls up inside it.

We stand at the counter. The oven radiates heat. Through the glass door, I can see muffins rising to golden perfection.

“What are you baking?”

“Walnut bread and muffins.”

I set my laptop and the salmon package on the counter. “Anything I can help you with?” I ask hopefully.

She shakes her head. “No, not really. The bread and muffins are almost done. Just waiting for Madison to get back with the veggies. Gabby and Emma are bringing bagels and spreads. Anya and Charlotte are bringing cookies.” She yawns. Her hand comes up to cover her mouth. “Sorry.”

“That’s ok. Madison told me you got at six. That’s early.”

“I wanted to make sure it was all ready.”

“We should sit down while we wait. You look tired.”

“That’s a good idea, actually. I do need some rest.” She reaches behind her back and unties the apron. She pulls it over her head and hangs it on a hook by the pantry. Then she pauses. “Wait. We should have coffee. Let me get us some.”

“I can help.”

“Can you grab cups from that cabinet?” She points to the upper cabinet near the sink.

I open the cabinet and take down several white ceramic mugs. I set them on the counter beside the coffee maker. “They look new,” I say.

“Yes. I just got them a few days ago from Target,” she says. “For the meeting.”

Hailey takes two cups and pours coffee into both. She picks up one cup and turns toward me. Her hand extends to pass it over.

Our fingers brush. The contact is brief but electric. Her hand trembles, and the coffee sloshes over the rim. Hot liquid splashes across my chest and down the front of my jeans.

“Oh God. Walter. I’m so sorry.” Hailey sets the cup down quickly. She grabs a roll of paper towels and tears off several sheets. “Here. Let me.”

“It’s fine. Really.”

“No it’s not. I’m such a klutz.” She’s already pressing the paper towels against my chest. She wipes at the wet spot spreading across my shirt. Then her hand moves lower as she dabs at my jeans.

“Hailey. I’m fine.”

“I need to make sure it’s not burning you,” she says as her hand moves lower still. She presses the towel against the front of my jeans—right over my zipper.

Maybe the coffee isn’t burning, but her touch is. It sends a jolt through me, and my cock responds immediately. It swells and hardens. There’s no hiding it—not with her hand right there.

She pauses. Her eyes flick up to meet mine, and her mouth opens slightly. Then a smile curves her lips, slow and knowing.

I shrug. “Can’t help it. You’re touching me.”

She tosses the paper towel aside. Her hands move to my belt, and then her fingers work the buckle.

I catch her wrist. “What are you doing?”

“I need to check if the coffee soaked through your pants.” Her voice is breathless.

“That’s not necessary.”

“I insist.” She tugs her wrist free and continues working my belt. The leather slides through the buckle. Then her fingers move to my button. She pops it open, and the zipper comes down.

The pretense is gone now. We both know what this is. She’s not checking for coffee damage. She’s being naughty. The realization makes my cock throb harder.

Hailey hooks her fingers in the waistband of my jeans and pulls them down to my thighs. My briefs follow. My cock springs free, hard and ready.

She sinks to her knees on a kitchen mat, and then she looks up at me. Those blue eyes are dark with want.

“Can I taste you? Please?” Her voice is soft, almost pleading. “I’ve been missing you. It’s been two weeks.”

I glance at the oven clock. A quarter past eight. The writing group doesn’t start until nine. Madison is at the farmers’ market. Gabby and Emma won’t arrive early. Anya and Charlotte are probably still in bed. Even Hercules is napping in his crate.

“Make it quick.”

Her smile widens. She leans forward, and darts her tongue out. The wet heat of it slides along the underside of my shaft. Slow. Deliberate. Savoring.

I suck in a breath. My hand finds the edge of the counter and grips it for support.

Hailey’s tongue traces a path from base to tip. She swirls it around the head a few times and then she takes me into her mouth. Warm and wet and perfect.

“Fuck.” The word escapes before I can stop it.

She hums around me. The vibration travels through my cock. Her head bobs and she takes me deeper. Her lips stretch around my girth. Saliva glistens on my shaft when she pulls back.

I drink in the sight of her—this beautiful woman on her knees for me. Her beguiling blue eyes and her fiery red hair. Her flushed cheeks. The concentration on her face. She’s giving this her full attention.

Her hand wraps around the base of my cock. She strokes what doesn’t fit in her mouth. The dual sensation is overwhelming: wet heat and firm pressure. She finds a rhythm as her mouth and hand work together to please me.

My hips rock forward slightly. I can’t help it. She takes me even deeper. Her throat opens and she swallows around me.

“Jesus Christ Hailey.”

She pulls off with a wet pop while her hand keeps stroking. “You like that daddy?”

The word hits me like a punch. Daddy. Her kink. It sounds playful and yet seductive at the same time. I recall our roleplay threesome. It had driven me wild then, and it drives me wild now.

“Yeah. I like it.”

She smiles and takes me back into her mouth. Her tongue works magic, swirling and licking and teasing. As she hollows her cheeks, the suction feels incredible.

The tension builds low in my spine, and my cock pulses. This is too fast. I wanted it to be quick earlier, but now I don't want this to end yet. Not like this.

“Stop.” My voice comes out rough. “Get up.”

Confusion flickers across her face, but she obediently releases me. I reach down and take her hands. I pull her to her feet. Then I kiss her, hard and deep.

When I break the kiss, we’re both breathing hard. “I miss you too, baby.”

Her eyes go wide. Then she grins.

I turn her around so she faces the kitchen island, and I bend her forward over the cool surface. Her hands brace against the countertop. I hook my fingers in the waistband of her yoga pants and pull them down. Her white cotton panties come with them, and pool around her ankles.

Her ass is perfect—round and firm. I stroke one cheek. The skin is smooth and warm.

“You've been naughty.” I keep my voice low. “You need a spanking.”

“Yes please.” She arches her back, presenting herself. “That’s what I want.”

I bring my palm down on her right cheek. Not hard, but gentle and playful. The smack echoes in the kitchen. She gasps. I spank her left cheek. Then the right again. Her skin pinks under my hand.

“More?” I ask.

“Yes daddy.”

I give her a few more swats. Each one makes her gasp, and makes her squirm. I can see how wet she is. Her pussy glistens, swollen and ready.

I wrap my hand around my cock, still slick from her mouth. I guide the head to her entrance and rub it through her folds. She’s dripping.

“Please.” Her voice is desperate. “Please fuck me.”

I push inside slowly. She’s tight and hot and perfect. Her walls grip me as I sink in inch by inch until I’m fully seated.

We both groan. I hold still for a moment, giving both of us time to adjust. Then I pull back and thrust again. Still slow. Taking my time.

“Faster.” She pushes her ass back against me. “Please daddy. Faster.”

I give her what she wants. I grip her hips and start to fuck her. Really fuck her. My hips slam against her ass. The sound of skin on skin fills the kitchen. She moans with each thrust.

My hands slip under her sweatshirt. I push it up. Her bra is simple black cotton. I unhook it with unsteady fingers. My hands find her breasts. They’re perfect handfuls. Firm and soft at once. I knead them. Roll her nipples between my fingers.

“Yes. Oh God yes.” Hailey’s voice rises. She pushes back to meet each thrust. We find a rhythm together. Hard and fast and desperate.

“You feel so good baby.” I lean over her back. My mouth finds her ear. “So fucking tight.”

“Don’t stop. Please don’t stop daddy.” She’s panting now. Her pussy clenches around me. “I’m close.”

I reach around with one hand, find her clit and circle it with my fingers. I apply firm pressure. She cries out, and her whole body tenses.

“That’s it. Come for me.” I keep thrusting. Keep working her clit. “Come on daddy’s cock.”

“Fuck. Fuck. Oh fuck.” Her words dissolve into incoherent moans. Her pussy clamps down on me. It spasms around my cock. She’s coming. Hard.

The sensation pushes me over the edge. The tension that's been building breaks. My cock pulses. I bury myself deep and come inside her. Wave after wave of release. It goes on and on.

We stay like that. Bent over the kitchen island. Both of us are breathing hard. Sweat is cooling on our skin. My cock softens inside her. Eventually, I pull out, and she whimpers at the loss.

I tuck myself back into my briefs and pull up my jeans. Hailey straightens and reaches for her yoga pants. We’re both flushed. Both disheveled.

Then we hear it. The click of the gate outside. Footsteps on the walkway.

“Madison.” Hailey’s eyes go wide. “She’s back.”

We look at each other. Then we both move. Fast. We rush toward the hallway, and into the bathroom. Hailey gets there first. I crowd in behind her and shut the door.

She turns on the faucet and grabs a washcloth. We take turns cleaning up, quick and efficient. The whole time we’re trying not to laugh. It’s absurd. We’re like teenagers caught making out.

Outside we hear the front door open. Madison’s voice carries through the apartment. “Hailey? You here? I got the avocados.”

Hailey calls back. “In the bathroom. Be right out.”

We finish cleaning up, and then check ourselves in the mirror. I smooth Hailey’s hair and she arranges my shirt. She smiles at me, the same shy smile that turns me right away despite what we’ve done just now.

“Thank you.” Her voice is quiet. “I needed it.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.” I stamp a kiss on her forehead.

She opens the bathroom door. We emerge trying to look casual. Madison is in the kitchen, unloading cloth bags of vegetables. She glances up at us.

“Hey Mr. Haines. Didn’t know you were here already.” If she suspects anything, she doesn’t show it. “The muffins smell amazing.”

“Your sister’s talented.” I manage to keep my voice even.

Hailey busies herself checking the oven. The timer beeps. Perfect timing.


CHAPTER 13
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At ten past nine, everyone’s here. The apartment is filled with the aroma of coffee and the sound of laughter and chatter. Madison calls the meeting to order. Soon, the coffee table disappears under plates and mugs as everyone settles onto the couches or pulls up chairs from the dining area—eight of us in total.

I claim a spot on the couch next to Hailey, and Madison sits on my other side. Charlotte picks a chair next to Anya, but remains standing. She has that look people get when they’re about to make an announcement. Everyone quiets down and looks at her.

“Before we start,” Charlotte says. She sets the cookie tin on the table. “I have news about Walter’s book.”

My stomach tightens. I set down my coffee mug.

“The publishing team voted yesterday afternoon,” she continues. Her olive eyes find mine. “We want to acquire it.”

The room erupts. Madison grabs my arm as Hailey claps her hands together, while Sara and Anya high-five.

“That’s wonderful,” Gabby says. Emma bounces in her seat next to her mother.

I feel heat in my face. My hands don’t know what to do. “Thank you,” I manage to say to Charlotte. “I mean it. Thank you.”

Charlotte sits down. “We still have to work out the details. Contract stuff. But the hard part is done.”

“What’s it about?” Emma asks. She leans forward with her plate balanced on her knees.

“Time travel,” I say. “A man who goes back to change his past.”

“It’s really good,” Charlotte says. She spreads cream cheese with a plastic knife. “I know because I edited it. It’s deep, and more philosophical than it sounds.”

“Ooh. I like it deep,” Anya says, wiggling her eyebrows.

“Me, too,” Sara agrees. “Anything philosophical turns me on.”

Their playful comments make the others giggle. Emma raises her hand. “Same here. I love older men and their wisdom.”

I hold up my hands in surrender. “Okay, ladies. I appreciate your enthusiasm.”

When the laughter dies down, Madison squeezes my arm. “But seriously, I can’t wait to read it.”

Emma agrees. “Me, too. When will it be available?”

“Oh, a few months, if we’re lucky,” Charlotte says.

“That long?” Madison gasps.

“Well, yeah, honey,” Hailey tells her sister. “With a publishing house, it can take forever. It’s not like self-publishing.”

“There’s more,” Charlotte says. She looks at me like she’s asking permission. I nod. “Walter and I discussed making it part of a duology with his first book. The one Gabby and Anya are translating.”

“The Father Who Got Away,” Gabby says.

“Right,” Charlotte says. “So we’re calling the new one The Son Who Edits His Life.”

Sara laughs. “That’s perfect.”

“It works thematically,” Anya says. She’s using her professor voice. “Father and son. Running away versus trying to rewrite. The symmetry is elegant.”

I pick up my coffee again. The mug is warm in my hands. “I’m glad you all think so.”

“When will it be published?” Hailey asks.

“Probably next fall,” Charlotte says. “We’ll need to do edits first. Then cover design and marketing.”

“We should have a launch party,” Madison says. “Here at Seaview.”

Everyone agrees. The conversation splinters into logistics and celebration plans. I let it wash over me. It feels unreal. My book has been picked up by a publishing house. It’ll reach people.

“Are you going to read from the book?” Sara asks.

The room quiets and everyone looks at me.

I set down my mug. “I didn’t plan to. I just started another one.”

“Fiction?” Anya asks.

“Yes,” I say. “Based on recent experience.”

The women stare at me, waiting.

“What recent experience?” Gabby asks.

“My love life,” I say. “The past few months.”

They glance at one another—some giggling, others blushing.

“You have to read it,” Charlotte says. “Now.”

“Are you sure?” I ask. “Has the meeting even started? Everyone’s still chatting.”

“It has now,” Hailey says, her voice suddenly authoritative. She flicks a hand toward me. “Read.”

I open the file on my laptop, my hand shaking slightly. I’m not even sure this is a good idea. I’ve rewritten the opening too many times, trying to balance realism and fiction. In the end, it leans toward realism—it’s more compelling that way.

Still, there’s a real chance the women won’t like seeing themselves on the page. It’s too late to back out now. I clear my throat.

“I scoop the last bit of leftover pasta from the plastic container and leave it in the sink. Another meal by myself, another night coming with no one here but the characters I invent.” I pause as the feeling of loneliness hits me. It feels almost foreign, although it’s only been a few months since then.

“The laptop waits on the desk in my study, ready for another round with Peter Chronin and his messy trip through time.”

I glance up. Everyone is attentive. Sara leans forward in her chair. And I continue.

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

I sense Anya’s glare. I stifle a chuckle and keep reading. The passage continues. When I reach the part about the noises of John and an unknown woman making noises from next door, Charlotte makes a sound. I look up.

“Keep going,” she says. Her face is flushed.

I read about my longing for Sara and her mesmerizing blue eyes. I read about my regret for not keeping in touch with her, for being a coward because she mentioned babies during our intimacy.

“Oh Walter,” Sara says quietly, shaking her head.

I read about Anya’s insistence on a quartz countertop. Her mouth falls open while the ladies chuckle.

When I finish the section, I look up. The room is silent. Then everyone starts clapping.

“That’s fun,” Madison says. She sounds delighted.

“Endless complaints?” Anya says. She’s glaring for real now. “I don’t remember complaining endlessly about the baby.”

“It’s fiction,” I say. “I’m exaggerating.”

“Hearing you describe how John fucked that woman really grosses me out,” Charlotte says. She makes a face. “Even though I already knew about it.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t answer that night,” Sara says. She looks at me with those blue eyes. “I was avoiding Ben. I didn’t check my phone.”

“It’s fiction,” I repeat. “I dramatize things. Make them more interesting than they were.”

“You should change the names,” Gabby says. “Use fake ones.”

“I will,” I say. “I just haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

“I want to be in it,” Emma says. She's grinning. “When do I show up?”

“Soon,” I say. “You’re in the next book.”

“I can’t wait,” Emma says.

“This is exciting,” Hailey says. She’s smiling that gentle smile of hers. “We’re all going to be characters in a book.”

“A sexy book,” Madison adds. She nudges me with her elbow.

“It’s literature,” Anya says. She’s stopped glaring. “With literary sex.”

Everyone laughs. I feel the tension leave my shoulders. They’re not upset—they actually like it.

“We need more coffee,” Madison says. She stands and heads to the kitchen. “And everyone needs to eat more. Hailey made enough to feed an army.”

We refill our mugs and reload our plates. The conversation shifts to other things. Charlotte talks about work. Sara mentions a gallery show coming up. Anya complains about her students. I lean back on the couch and let it all happen around me. These women. This strange life I’ve stumbled into.

After the coffee refills and another round at the food table, we settle back into our seats. Hailey holds a stack of printed pages. She looks nervous.

“My turn,” she says. Her voice is soft. She always speaks like she’s apologizing for taking up space.

“We’re ready,” Sara says. She has a muffin on her plate.

Hailey clears her throat and begins. “Professor Daddy. Chapter One.”

I recognize the title. It’s the book Madison and Hailey asked me to help with. The one where we acted out two different versions of the same scene. A young college student seduces her economics professor. Or a student confessing she cheated and getting punished.

Hailey reads. At first, her voice is timid, but it soon gains confidence. The student in the story is Becca, a nineteen-year-old in a short skirt visiting her professor’s office hours. Professor Sterling, in his forties, is distinguished and authoritative.

The scene unfolds as Becca asks for help with supply and demand curves. She leans over his desk, her blouse gaping. Sterling struggles to focus on the graphs, his gaze drifting. She notices and bites her lip. It reminds me of Madison, leaning over in the very same living room, challenging me with her eyes.

Hailey continues. Becca moves around the desk, sitting right in front of Sterling. Her skirt rides up, exposing her thighs as she places her hand on his knee. “I learn better with hands-on experience,” she says. He knows he should stop this—it’s wrong—but he doesn’t move when she kneels between his legs.

The room is silent. I hear someone shift on the couch. Hailey’s voice remains steady.

Becca unzips Sterling’s pants. He’s already hard. She takes him in her mouth, and he grips the chair‘s arms. He should stop her, but he doesn’t. The scene continues. Becca is skilled, and Sterling loses his moral battle. He tangles his fingers in her hair, guiding her movements. She moans as if enjoying it.

When he comes, she swallows, wipes her mouth, and smiles up at him. “I get it now, professor,” she says playfully. “Demand, supply, and equilibrium.”

Hailey stops reading. She looks up from her pages. The room stays quiet for a long moment, and then everyone exhales at once.

“Jesus,” Charlotte says. She fans herself with her hand.

“That’s hot,” Anya says. Her face is flushed.

“Too hot,” Sara adds. She’s smiling. “I need a cold shower.”

“Is there more?” Madison asks. She’s grinning at her sister.

“Of course there’s more,” Hailey says. She’s blushing now. “But that’s the end of the chapter.”

“What happens next?” Emma asks. She’s leaning forward in her seat. Her hazel eyes are bright.

“He bends her over the desk,” Hailey says. “Next chapter.”

“I need that chapter now,” Emma says. She’s practically bouncing.

Gabby raises an eyebrow at her daughter but doesn’t say anything.

“That’s exactly the kind of story I like,” Emma continues. She looks at Hailey. “Older man, younger woman. The power dynamic. The taboo.”

I feel heat in my face. I know what she’s thinking about. The night I took her virginity in her bedroom. How eager she was. How she told me she knew I was the right man for her.

“You really captured it,” Emma says to Hailey. “I felt like I was inside the story. Like I was Becca seducing Professor Sterling. I could feel her desire. Her need to please him.”

I shift in my seat. My pants feel tight. The memory is too vivid. Emma on her bed, her nubile body beneath me. The way she gasped when I entered her.

“Thank you,” Hailey says. She’s smiling now. “That’s the best compliment.”

“You’re very talented,” Anya says. She’s using her professor voice again. “The pacing is excellent. The tension builds perfectly.”

“The dialogue is natural,” Charlotte adds. “Nothing feels forced.”

“And the ending line is very clever,” I say. “Clearly, Becca isn’t talking about economics.”

Hailey smiles gratefully. “I’m glad someone gets it.”

“I get it, too,” Gabby says. “It’s not that subtle at all. She demands, he supplies, and they’re both happy in the end.”

The other ladies laugh as they realize what they missed.

We spend a few more minutes discussing Hailey’s craft. Then Madison suggests we wrap up. It’s almost noon. People have other plans for the day.

“Before everyone leaves,” Gabby says. She sets down her mug. “I wanted to mention something.”

Everyone looks at her.

“Dr. Bennett would like to interview all of you,” Gabby says. “Amelia. Walter’s old girlfriend.”

The room shifts. I see glances exchanged.

“She’s conducting research on polygamous relationships,” Gabby continues. “She’s fascinated by our situation here.”

“Our situation,” Anya repeats. Her tone is flat.

“She thinks it’s rare,” Gabby says. “A group of women sharing a lover without jealousy or fighting.”

More silence. I hold my breath as I watch their faces.

“Walter is meeting with her tomorrow,” Gabby says. “At my place. We might have a pool party since it’s supposed to be warm. Anyone who wants to join is welcome.”

Anya speaks first. “I’m eager to meet Walter’s first girlfriend.” She pauses. “But I’m not thrilled about meeting Dr. Bennett the researcher. I don’t want to be studied like a lab monkey.”

Several heads nod.

“I understand,” Gabby says. “She’s not trying to make anyone uncomfortable. She just wants to get to know you.”

“We’re interesting specimens,” Sara says. She’s smiling but there’s an edge to it. “Rare polygamous women who don’t claw each other’s eyes out.”

“There’s no pressure,” I say. I look around the room. “I’m seeing Amelia tomorrow. I’ll talk to her about your concerns. Everyone can take their time deciding whether to meet her.”

The tension eases slightly. Charlotte nods. Hailey looks relieved.

“Now everyone needs to eat more,” Hailey says. She stands and heads to the kitchen. “I seriously made too much food.”

We follow her. Madison cuts more bread. I arrange avocado on bagels. Anya reaches for another piece of bread, spreads some cream, and adds some salmon.

As soon as she takes one bite, her face changes. She sets down the plate and rushes toward the bathroom.

I watch her go. Concern tightens in my chest. She’s been dealing with this stomach bug for days now.

When she comes back, her face is pale. She goes straight for her water glass.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“I’m fine,” she says. She doesn’t sound fine.

“Maybe you should see a doctor,” Charlotte suggests.

“It's just a bug,” Anya says.

“Or you’re pregnant,” Sara says. She’s smiling like it’s a joke.

Everyone stops moving. Anya stares at Sara.

“Just guessing,” Sara says with a shrug. “I’ve never had the luck, but a friend in college had symptoms just like that. Turned out she was pregnant.”

“I’m on the pill,” Anya says. Her voice is sharp.

Then her face changes. Her eyes go wide.

“Oh god,” she says.

“What?” I move closer to her.

“I missed a few doses,” Anya says. She’s talking fast. “I’ve been so busy with work. I forgot. And my period is late. Two weeks late.”

The room is completely silent now.

“It’s probably nothing,” Charlotte says. Her voice is gentle. “But we should get a test. Just to be sure.”

“I can’t be pregnant,” Anya says. She looks panicked. “I don’t know how to take care of babies. I wouldn’t know what to do when they cry.”

“You won’t be alone,” Gabby says. She moves to stand next to Anya. “If you are pregnant, we’ll all help.”

“Gabby’s right,” Sara says. “You’ll have all of us. I would love to help take care of them for you.”

“I panicked when I found out I was pregnant with Emma,” Gabby says. She puts her hand on Anya’s shoulder. “I was terrified. But look how well she turned out.”

Emma raises both hands, grinning. “Guilty as charged.”

I step forward and pull Anya into a hug. She’s stiff at first. Then she relaxes against me.

“I’ll take care of the baby with you,” I say into her hair. “Whatever happens, we’ll figure it out together.”

She pulls back and looks at me. Her gray eyes are wet but she’s smiling.

“Thank you,” she says. She looks around at everyone. “All of you. Thank you.”

“Let’s get that test,” Charlotte says. “Then we’ll know for sure.”

Anya nods. She takes a deep breath. The color is coming back to her face.

We stand in the kitchen, surrounded by half-eaten food and empty coffee mugs. Then Gabby takes her plate to the sink, and the others follow.

“All right,” Charlotte says. “Same time in a couple of weeks, at our place?”

We agree and linger for a moment before saying our goodbyes.


CHAPTER 14

[image: ]

It’s mid-morning, and I’m parked outside Gabby’s house. I’m reluctant to turn off the engine because of the heat. October shouldn’t feel this hot. The weather report called it the last heat wave of the season. One final assault before winter creeps in.

I check my swim trunks in the duffel bag beside me. Gabby texted last night to remind me about the pool. As if I could forget.

I kill the engine, grab the duffel and head to the door. My palms are sweating. It's the heat. That’s what I tell myself anyway. It has nothing to do with the fact that Amelia is already here. My first girlfriend. The one who got away. The one I let get away.

Emma answers on the second knock. She’s wearing a long-sleeve shirt that hangs open. Underneath is a bikini top and matching bottoms. The fabric is minimal. Athletic. Her tan skin glows in the doorway.

“Hey,” she says. She steps back to let me in.

My body responds before my brain catches up. I feel the blood rushing south. Heat spreads through my chest. I try to focus on her face instead of her body. It doesn’t work. All I can think about is the other night. Her first time. The way she looked at me afterward.

She notices. Of course she notices. Her eyes drop to my crotch and a smile curves her lips.

“Come here,” I say.

I pull her against me and kiss her. She responds immediately. Her mouth opens under mine, her hands grip my shoulders, and she presses her pelvis against me. I can feel everything through the thin fabric of her bikini bottoms.

When we break apart, she’s breathing hard.

“Want to have a quickie?” she asks. Her voice is low. Playful.

I struggle with the answer. My body screams yes, but my brain knows better. Amelia is in the yard. Gabby is waiting. This is supposed to be a casual Sunday get-together. Not a chance to fuck Emma against the wall in the foyer.

“Your mom and the guest are waiting,” I say.

Emma rolls her eyes. “Right. The guest. I bet you can’t wait to see your old girlfriend.”

There’s an edge to her voice. I recognize it.

“Are you jealous?” I ask.

“A bit,” she admits.

“There’s no need to be. It’s purely academic.”

“Wait until you see Dr. Bennett in her bikini,” Emma says. “There’s nothing academic about her. She’s more like a swimsuit model than anything else.”

I chuckle. A faded image of Amelia in a bikini emerges in my head. We went to the beach together a few times in our senior year. She was beautiful then, and probably still is.

“Let’s go to the yard,” I say.

“Can’t.” Emma picks up a duffel bag from the floor. “I’m meeting friends to play beach volleyball.”

I study what she’s wearing under her shirt. A skimpy bikini that shows everything: The curve of her breasts, the line of her abs, and the shape of her ass.

“You wear this skimpy thing for the volleyball game?” I say.

“Skimpy?” she says with a frown. “Not at all. It’s not even a bikini. It’s a sports bra and shorts set.”

“Doesn’t matter what they’re called. They’re too sexy.”

Emma glares at me for a second, and then she grins. “Everyone dresses like this. And I like it when you’re jealous. At least we’re even now.”

I huff. I want to argue. I want to pull her back and kiss her again. Instead, I let her go.

She calls out through the window. “Bye, Mom! Bye, Dr. Bennett!”

Then she’s gone. The door closes behind her.

I stand in the foyer for a moment. I try to collect myself. My heart is still racing. My cock is still half hard. I take a deep breath and head toward the yard.

The back door is open. Sunlight pours through. I step outside and the heat hits me like a wall.

Two pairs of long tan legs are the first thing I notice.

Gabby and Amelia sit side by side on chaise lounges under the shade of the deck. Both wear bikinis. Amelia’s is green. Gabby’s is yellow. Both cover very little. Less conservative than Emma’s sports bra. Much less.

I try not to stare, but fail.

They’re talking and laughing. They don’t notice me at first. I take another step and Gabby looks up.

“Walter!” she says, her face brightening.

Amelia turns. Her eyes meet mine and she smiles. It’s the same smile I remember from twenty years ago. Warm. Genuine.

“Hi,” I say. My voice sounds rough.

“Come sit,” Gabby says. “But first, go change. The pool is perfect today.”

Amelia nods. “You’ll love it.”

I head to the pool house. My hands shake as I strip off my clothes and pull on my swim trunks. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I’m not twenty anymore. My body has filled out. More muscle. A few more pounds around the middle. Gray hair at my temples.

I wonder if Amelia will be disappointed. And then I remind myself the meeting is “pure academic” as I told Emma. But somehow I don’t even believe it anymore.

I step back outside. Both women turn to look at me. Their eyes roam over my body. Appreciatively. Hungrily.

Amelia’s gaze lingers on my chest. My arms. My stomach.

“Walter,” she says. “You look very good. Much fuller than I remember.”

“I was skinny back then,” I say with a nervous laugh. “Like a beanpole.”

I let myself look at her properly now. The green bikini top barely contains her breasts. They spill over the cups. Full and round. I don’t remember her being so curvy. She was slimmer in college. More athletic.

Now she’s gorgeous. Stunning.

My mouth waters.

Emma was right. She looks like a swimsuit model on the cover of a sports magazine.

Gabby clears her throat. She’s smiling, looking amused. “It’s so hot out here,” she says. “Don’t you think?”

“Yes,” I say quickly, understanding she isn’t talking about the weather.

“Absolutely,” Amelia agrees. She isn’t wearing her glasses today, and her brown eyes look larger than I remember. “The last heat wave of the season is especially strong. It’s their last chance to leave an impression, I guess.”

I chuckle. Her “heat wave” also has nothing to do with the weather. I can tell by the way she looks at me.

“You’re still as funny as I remember,” I say.

I pour myself a glass of iced tea from the pitcher on the table. I sit down on the lounge chair next to Amelia’s. Close enough to smell her sunscreen. Close enough to see the freckles on her shoulders.

We talk about the weather for a few minutes. Safe territory. Amelia mentions Africa. The heat there. The dry season. Her research on baboons in the wild.

I listen. I try to focus on her words instead of her body. It’s impossible. Every time she moves, the bikini shifts. Every time she laughs, her breasts bounce slightly.

I’m in trouble. All that pet talk Sara gave me a week ago was for nothing. I regret again letting Amelia go. I’m not over her.

Gabby’s phone buzzes. She glances at the screen and grimaces.

“It’s Emma,” she says. “Give me a few minutes.”

She stands and walks toward the house. The yard feels suddenly quiet. Just me and Amelia, and just like old times.

Except nothing is like old times.

I sip my iced tea. Amelia does the same. The silence stretches between us. Not uncomfortable. Just weighted with twenty years of things unsaid.

“I talked to the ladies,” I say finally. “About your research.”

Amelia looks at me over the rim of her glass. “And?”

“They’re unsure about meeting with you. They don’t want to be scrutinized.”

“Gabby already told me,” Amelia says. She sets her glass down. “I totally understand. There’s no hurry for the interview. But honestly, I’m fascinated by them. I’d like to get to know them even if it weren’t for research purposes.”

I nod. That sounds like Amelia. Always curious. Always wanting to understand people.

The silence returns. I watch the sunlight dance on the pool water. I feel her eyes on me.

“How do you really feel about the situation?” I ask.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you think I’m a womanizer?”

Amelia laughs. It’s a short, surprised sound. “Not at all.”

“Be honest,” I say. “You used to hate guys who dated more than one girl at the same time.”

Her smile softens. “That was twenty years ago. I was just an inexperienced, ignorant college girl. Full of ideas and no reality. Now I’ve done extensive research on primates and humans. I might not be an expert in marriage and relationships, but I’ve learned enough to know a few things about people.”

“Care to share what you’ve learned?” I ask. I lean forward, eager.

She takes a deep breath. “To be honest, people aren’t so different from baboons. Baboons, especially males, aren’t monogamous. An alpha male often gets all the females in a group. And humans aren’t strictly monogamous either. Mate competition is intense and can be brutal. We still have jealousy fights—it just looks more civilized.”

I’m not sure how to feel about being compared to a baboon. But I nod.

“Good to know I’m behaving like a typical male baboon,” I say.

Amelia laughs at my dry humor, and she apologizes.

I take a large gulp of my iced tea, relieved, but also disappointed. She sounds so clinical. So detached. As if my relationships with Sara and Gabby and the others are just data points in her research.

“Multiple women sharing a man is far more common than multiple men sharing a woman,” Amelia continues. “Husband sharing versus wife sharing. The anthropological record is clear on this.”

“So you’re cool with that,” I say.

The words come out flat. I didn’t mean them to.

Amelia is quiet for a moment. She takes a sip from her glass as her brown eyes study me.

“I’m not totally cool with it,” she says finally. “To be honest, I feel a bit jealous of Gabby and the women I haven’t met.”

My heart races. The blood pounds in my ears. I understand what she’s getting at—I think I understand.

I chuckle nervously. “Does that mean you’re not over me either? After all these years?”

Amelia gazes at me, her brown eyes look serious.

“Of course not, Walter,” she says softly. “I cried for days after Catalina Island. After you told me you didn’t love me as much as I loved you.”

“I didn’t say that,” I argue.

“Not in so many words. But meaning the same. I was willing to give up my dream school for you. But you told me I shouldn’t. Because I might regret it one day. Because our love wouldn’t last so long.”

I curse silently. I knew I was an idiot. I regretted it many times over the years. But I thought I was doing her a favor. I thought I was being noble, selfless.

Apparently not. Amelia resents it.

“Please tell me, Amelia, that you’re at least proud of your doctorate degree from the University of Washington. And the career that followed.”

I sound desperate. I need to believe I did the right thing—at least for her.

Amelia is silent. She looks down at her hands. When she speaks, her voice is quiet.

“Of course I enjoy the things I’ve done. But Walter, I would still have chosen you over everything else if I were given a chance.”

I close my eyes and sigh deeply. The regret washes over me like a wave. All these years. All this time. I could have been with her.

I feel her hand on mine. Warm. Real.

“I’m sorry, Walter,” she says. “I don’t mean to blame you for anything. I understand you were doing it for me. You thought it was better for me.”

My eyes pop open.

“No, Amelia. I was an idiot. I didn’t do the right thing. What I should’ve done was follow you to Seattle. The reason I couldn’t...”

She stops me. “I know. You didn’t like Seattle. Not just the weather. It reminds you of your parents’ divorce.”

We’re both lying on our sides now, facing each other. The lounge chairs are close enough that our knees almost touch.

I can’t help but feel my eyes wet. Amelia was my soulmate. I didn’t talk much about my parents’ divorce when we were together. It was too painful. Too raw. But she was smart enough to recognize its effect on me.

She understood me better than anyone.

Amelia reaches out. Her fingers stroke my face. Gentle. Tentative.

I hold her hand in mine. I bring it to my lips. I kiss her palm, her wrist, and the inside of her forearm.

She doesn’t pull away.

“Walter,” she whispers.

I hear footsteps, and look up.

Gabby stands at the edge of the deck. Her hand presses against her heart. She’s smiling.

“It’s sooner than I expected,” she says. “But it’s just the way I wanted.”


CHAPTER 15
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Gabby comes to us. She stands between our lounge chairs and takes our hands in hers.

“Come,” she says. “Let’s take a dip in the pool. It’ll be a shame not to enjoy the last hot day of the year.”

Her tone is light and playful, but I see the intention in her eyes.

We follow her to the edge. Gabby jumps in first, the splash sending water across the deck. Amelia goes next and squeals as she hits the surface. I dive in after them.

The water is cool against my overheated skin. It feels perfect.

We splash each other like kids at first, and then we race from one end to the other. Gabby wins and Amelia comes in second. I let them win on purpose because I enjoy seeing them squeal like teenagers. We then float on our backs and stare at the sky.

Eventually, we drift to the wall. We stand in the shallow end and I’m between the two of them.

“This is so nice,” I say.

“Yes,” Gabby agrees. “It's a shame the others can’t join us.”

Amelia nods. “I wish I could convince them that I don’t have bad intentions. I just want to get to know them. I don’t have to mention them in my research paper at all if they don’t want to.”

“I’ll help deliver your message,” Gabby says. “But I can’t promise they’ll be convinced.”

“Thank you,” Amelia says. “I still wish I could find a way.”

Gabby thinks for a moment, and then a smile spreads across her face.

“I have an idea,” she says. “It’s actually very simple.”

“How?” Amelia asks.

“You must be like them, like us. Be part of Walter’s harem.”

Amelia’s mouth opens. She chuckles, sounding nervous.

“No way,” she says. “I’ve done extensive research on the subject, but I’ve never shared a man with other women.”

“Then it’s your chance to experience what it’s like,” Gabby says. “You might produce a better research paper.”

Amelia doesn’t respond. She looks at me, and I see the temptation in her eyes.

“That might be too much,” I protest, trying to help Amelia with her dilemma.

Gabby shrugs. “Never mind. It’s just a thought. You don’t have to join us, Amelia. But if you wish, you’re welcome to do what you’re comfortable with. Watch and observe.”

As I try to figure out what she has on her mind, she reaches for me. Her arms hook around my neck and she pulls me close.

She then kisses me.

I hesitate for just a second. Then I kiss her back.

I don’t want to be observed like a monkey, but I sense what Gabby is up to. She’s putting on a show for Amelia. Trying to tempt her. Trying to make her jealous.

I’m up for it.

I know Amelia wants me, too. She’s just being modest. This is probably new to her.

I press Gabby against the wall, and kiss down her neck. She tastes a bit like chlorine and a bit like sunscreen. Her skin is slick under my hands.

Gabby reaches underwater. Her fingers wrap around my cock through my swim trunks. She pulls the waistband down, and my cock springs free.

She strokes me. Slow. Deliberate.

I hear Amelia gasp.

“Oh my God, Walter. You’re bigger than I remember.”

Her voice is breathy. Shocked.

I glance at her. She’s watching us—her eyes are bright with excitement. Her lips are parted. She whimpers softly.

And she hasn’t left—that means she’s enjoying the show.

I’m spurred on by her interest and the possibility that she’ll change her mind and join us.

I untie Gabby’s bikini top and the strings fall away. Her breasts float in the water. Cupping one in my hand, I lean down and suck her nipple.

Gabby moans. Amelia gasps again.

From the corner of my eye, I see Amelia touch her own breast. She squeezes through the green bikini fabric.

I lift Gabby up and set her on the edge of the deck. Water streams off her body. She leans back on her elbows, her legs dangling in the water.

I hook my fingers into her bikini bottoms and pull them aside. Her pussy is already wet—not from the pool, from arousal.

I lean forward and lick her with long and slow strokes. She tastes sweet and salty.

Gabby’s back arches and her head falls back. She moans louder now.

I glance at Amelia again. She’s moved closer. Her hand is between her legs. She’s touching herself through her bikini.

I eat Gabby out with more enthusiasm. I want to give Amelia a good show. I want her to see what she’s missing.

I suck Gabby’s clit. I slide two fingers inside her, and she instantly clenches around me.

“Walter,” she gasps. “Please. Fuck me.”

I bring her back down into the water and wrap her legs around my waist. I position my cock at her entrance and thrust inside.

She’s tight, warm, and perfect.

Gabby’s nails dig into my shoulders as I fuck her standing up. The water splashes around us. Each thrust sends ripples across the pool.

Amelia’s eyes turn dreamy. Her hand moves faster between her legs, and her breathing becomes rapid.

I pound into Gabby harder and faster. I feel her tightening around me.

“Yes,” she screams. “Right there. Don’t stop.”

I don’t stop. I grip her ass and pull her onto my cock with each thrust. The angle is perfect. I’m hitting deep inside her.

Gabby comes with a loud cry. Her whole body shudders as her pussy clenches around my cock in waves. She buries her face in my neck.

I hold her as the orgasm rolls through her. I’m still hard inside her. Still throbbing.

After a moment, I let her down. Her legs are shaky, and she holds onto the wall for support.

“Did you enjoy the show?” Gabby asks Amelia in a hoarse voice.

“Yes,” Amelia says. Her face is flushed.

Gabby crouches down in the water. She takes my cock in her mouth. She looks up at Amelia as she sucks me. A challenge.

Amelia watches for a moment. Then she moves closer and kneels beside Gabby.

She joins her.

The two women lick my shaft together. Gabby on one side. Amelia on the other. Their tongues meet at the tip.

I stroke their heads and run my fingers through their wet hair. The sensation is incredible. Two mouths. Two sets of lips.

Gabby moves away to give Amelia space.

Amelia takes me into her mouth—all the way. Her lips stretch around my girth. She looks up at me with those expressive brown eyes.

I groan as I watch her. I remember the last time she did this. It was over twenty years ago in my apartment. It was the night before she left for Seattle.

I become emotional. And my chest tightens.

I put my hand on her shoulder. “I have to feel you again, Amelia.” My voice comes out husky.

I get out of the water. The deck boards are burning hot beneath my feet, almost unbearable, but I barely notice. I’m focused on Amelia. I reach out and help her, gently, up the metal pool ladder.

Her skin is slick and warm in my hand. She smiles at me, squinting against the glare, and it’s such a familiar expression it stings my chest. A ghost from twenty years ago, suddenly alive again, shaped by everything that’s happened since.

I take her to the nearest chaise lounge. I can’t even wait for a towel—she lies back, her hair splaying wet behind her. Her legs are long and smooth, knees bent, feet braced on the padded edge of the chair.

Her bikini bottoms cling to her body. I hook my thumbs into the sides, hesitating just long enough for her to meet my eyes. She nods with a smile, and then I pull them aside. Her pussy is gorgeous. Pale pink, perfectly trimmed, shining a little under the sun.

I kneel on the wood between her feet. The rough wood is already scraping my knees raw, but I don’t care. The sight of her is overwhelming. Every detail lives in my head at once: the small scar on her thigh, the mole near her navel, the way the tan lines frame her hips. I look up to her face. She’s watching me, eyes bright, lips parted. Her breathing is shallow and quick.

“Amelia,” I ask as I run the back of my fingers along her silky folds. “Do you want this?”

“Of course, Walter,” she replies, gasping. “I want it very much.”

I don’t waste another second. Straddling her, I bring my swollen cock to her entrance and push inside her. Slow. Deliberate. I want to feel every millimeter. It’s almost unbearable how tight she is. She gasps. Her legs go rigid, then relax, drawing me in. I pause, buried to the hilt, and just savor the feeling: heat, pressure, wetness, memory. My hands drift up to her waist and rest there as if claiming territory.

Amelia cups the back of my neck and pulls me down. She kisses me hard. Her mouth is hungry, her tongue pushing against mine.

Her unique flavor, mingling with the iced tea, awakens my memories of our times together and the feelings I’ve buried deep inside me.

I start to move. Long, slow rhythm, pulling almost out before pushing back in. I watch her face for feedback—her eyelids flutter, her mouth forms a surprised 'o’ at the crest of each thrust. She tries to muffle her sounds, but she’s never been good at that. After a minute, the moans come out free and loud. I sense she likes being heard, even if it embarrasses her.

I hear splashing and glance over my shoulder. Gabby is still in the water, leaning on the deck, chin resting on one arm, watching with rapt attention. Her lips are parted and her cheeks are pink. I see her other hand moving beneath the ripples, slow and hypnotic. She doesn’t look away when I catch her gaze. If anything, she smiles wider. The fascination in her eyes makes my cock even harder.

I return my attention to Amelia. She’s squeezing around me now. Her hands have migrated to my ass, urging me deeper with every stroke. The green of her bikini looks almost luminous against her pale skin. She arches her back, then holds herself up with her elbows.

“God, Walter,” she gasps, “I missed this so much. I missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too,” I say.

I feel a sudden urge to tell her everything I’ve ever felt, but the words won’t come out. So I just drive into her, faster now, pushing the tension higher and higher. She grabs the back of my head and bites my lower lip. I grunt in surprise and pleasure.

Her legs snake around my ribcage and lock behind my back. I’m completely enveloped. Every time I bottom out she trembles a little, a tiny aftershock. I feel her breathing accelerate into a rapid staccato.

I sense Gabby behind me, still watching. The water slaps the tile in a steady rhythm. I know, without looking, that she’s enjoying herself.

I slow down and try to prolong it. I want Amelia to get there first. I want to be a good host. I rotate my hips, change the angle, do everything I remember she liked. She responds instantly, moaning louder than before, and her hands flail for purchase on my back.

“I’m close,” she says, voice trembling. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

I don’t stop. I pick up the pace, slamming into her harder than I intended. The lounge chair creaks. Her whole body clenches. She gasps so loud I’m surprised none of the neighbors peek over the fence. I feel her orgasm roll through her. She spasms, clutching my neck, and pulls me as close as possible.

I finally let go too. The orgasm comes on so strong I almost black out. I bury my face in her neck, biting down gently, and empty into her in a series of shuddering spasms. The world narrows to a tunnel of sensation. I feel her pulse under my lips.

We shake together for a while, clinging to each other. I notice, distantly, that Gabby is standing at the edge of the pool, clapping softly. I don’t have the energy to look at her yet.

I collapse on Amelia, careful not to crush her or break the chair. We’re both sweaty and wet. My cock is still inside her, softening slowly. I savor the sensation. I’d forgotten how good this was.

We don’t move for a long time.

Eventually, Amelia laughs. She pushes my hair back from my forehead and kisses me again.

“That was wonderful,” Amelia says. Her voice is soft. Dreamy. “I haven’t felt this way for at least twenty years. Not since we broke up.”

Gabby comes to us and holds Amelia’s hand. “Welcome to the harem, Amelia,” she says, smiling.

“Thank you,” Amelia says, a hint of amusement in her voice. “I’ve studied this long enough. It’s time I see it from the inside.”


EPILOGUE
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A year later

The courtyard looks like a greeting card exploded. Balloons bob against the stucco walls. A long folding table stretches across the tiles, covered with a white cloth. Flowers sit in mason jars. Three different cakes occupy the center, surrounded by platters of food from a caterer. I stand near the fountain, watching everyone gather.

It’s Saturday afternoon in October. The air is warm without being oppressive. Perfect weather for a party that celebrates too many things at once.

First of all, we’re welcoming new members of the family. Anya’s daughter Sofia is three months old now. Charlotte’s son Theo turned two months old last week. Hailey is seven months pregnant. Sara is five months along. The party serves as a sip-and-see for the babies who are already here and a baby shower for the ones still cooking.

We’re also celebrating my book, The Seaview Harem. Charlotte’s publishing house is releasing it next month. My last novel won some critical praise but sold poorly. According to Charlotte, this one has commercial potential. Her company is planning a wide release. Early orders are strong. I’ll believe it when I see actual sales figures, but the optimism is nice.

Then there’s Sara’s exhibition. Her erotica series, which she painted from life and all of us served as models at various points, took a full year to complete.

The opening night was packed. It’s received strong reviews. Everyone says they expected something vulgar or shocking, but what they found instead felt almost classical—composed, deliberate.  The paintings focused on form and light rather than spectacle.

Gabby finished translating The Father Who Got Away. I’ll self-publish it soon. Anya is still working on the Russian translation. I don’t push her about it. She’s been busy with Sofia and her own writing. Her latest romance, an age-gap story inspired by my affair with Marie, is doing well on Amazon.

Anya’s parents are already here. Dimitri and Irina drove down from Sacramento yesterday. Dimitri is a big man. Broad shoulders, thick hands, a face that doesn’t give much away. He speaks rarely. When he does, his accent is heavy. He shook my hand when he arrived and said, “You take care of my daughter.” Not a question. A statement of fact.

Irina is his opposite. Warm. Elegant. She moves with grace and talks constantly. Her English is better than his. She wears a silk scarf and pearl earrings. She’s been holding Sofia since they arrived and shows no intention of letting go.

“She looks exactly like Anya,” Irina says for the fifth time today. She adjusts the baby’s blanket. “Same eyes. Same little nose. When Anya was this age, people would stop me on the street.”

Anya sits beside her mother on one of the patio chairs. She looks relaxed in a way I rarely see. She’s wearing jeans and a loose blouse. No makeup. Her hair is pulled back. She looks younger somehow.

“Mama, please,” Anya says. “You’re embarrassing me.”

“What is embarrassing?” Irina laughs. She kisses Sofia’s forehead. “I’m telling the truth. You were a beautiful baby. Now you have a beautiful baby. This is good.”

Dimitri stands near the table with a beer. He watches his wife and daughter with something that might be affection. It’s hard to tell.

“Irina wanted grandchildren for years,” he tells me. His voice is low. “Anya always said no. She didn’t want family. Didn’t want to be tied down.”

“She changed her mind,” I say.

He grunts. “You changed her mind.”

I’m not sure how to respond to that. I sip my own beer.

Irina launches into another story. This one involves Anya at age four, refusing to wear a dress to a wedding. “She wanted to wear a suit,” Irina says. “She cried for an hour. Finally we gave up. We bought her a suit and she wore it. Everyone thought she was a little boy.”

Anya covers her face with her hands. “Stop.”

“She was always stubborn,” Irina continues. She’s clearly enjoying herself. “Always doing things her own way. I’m surprised she agreed to live with so many people. I thought she liked being alone.”

Anya peeks through her fingers at me. I shrug. I’m not getting involved.

Charlotte sits nearby with Theo. The baby has her fair complexion. Light skin that flushes pink easily. But his eyes are mine. Brown and deep-set. He’s awake and alert, staring at the balloons with intense focus.

Charlotte’s parents couldn’t make it. Work obligations and family commitments back east. But her mother flew out and stayed to take care of Charlotte and the baby for three weeks after Theo was born.

I hold Theo sometimes and feel strange. I never planned to be a father. Now I have two children and two more on the way. It doesn’t feel real yet.

Sara’s mother Helen is here. Halen is in her early seventies. She has short silver hair and sharp blue eyes, and wears bright colors and chunky jewelry. Today it’s a red tunic and turquoise beads. She’s standing near the food table, talking loudly.

“Sara waited forty years to find the right sperm donor,” Helen announces to no one in particular. She grins at me. “Walter is definitely worth the wait.”

I’m not thrilled with the term sperm donor, and I tell her so.

“Oh, don’t be sensitive,” Helen says, patting my arm. “I’m joking. You’re much more than that. You’re the whole package. Sperm and emotional support.”

Sara laughs. She’s sitting with one hand on her stomach. The pregnancy is starting to show and she wears it well.

“Mom, stop harassing Walter,” Sara says.

“I’m not harassing. I’m complimenting.” Helen helps herself to some cheese and crackers. “You know how many men I had to wade through before I found Sara's father? And he turned out to be a drunk. Walter doesn’t drink much. He writes books and he’s tall. Good genes.”

“I’m standing right here, you know,” I say.

“I know. I’m talking about you, not to you.” Helen winks.

Amelia arrives with Bella. The Chihuahua is tiny and brown, wearing a small sweater. Hercules spots her immediately and barks. His tail wags so hard his whole body shakes.

The two dogs have been inseparable since they met a year ago. Hercules is three times Bella’s size but treats her gently. They chase each other around the courtyard. Bella yaps and Hercules bounds after her.

We’re waiting for more guests. My mother Eleanor is flying in from Seattle with her husband Peter. Edwin and Alan promised they would be here. And Denise, Madison and Hailey’s mother, might also “drop by,” as though she were doing us a favor.

The afternoon sun slants across the courtyard. Sofia starts to fuss. Irina rocks her and coos in Russian. Theo grabs at Charlotte’s hair. Hercules and Bella knock over a balloon.

The party is just beginning.

Edwin and Alan arrive first. I spot them at the gate and wave them in. They’re both carrying gift bags. Edwin is in a fitted polo. Alan wears a wide-brimmed sunhat.

They moved out of Unit 4 a month ago. Found a house in West LA. Anya and Charlotte invited them. I’m glad they came.

“Congratulations on everything,” Edwin says. He sets the gift bags on the table. “Babies, book, and art show. You’ve been busy.”

“We all have,” I say.

Alan hugs Charlotte and peers at Theo. “He’s gorgeous. Look at those eyes.”

“He has Walter's eyes,” Charlotte says.

“Lucky kid.” Alan moves to Anya next. “And Sofia. My God. She’s perfect.”

They brought gifts for all the babies. Clothes and toys and books. Edwin tells us about their new house. It has three bedrooms and a pool in the backyard. They’re planning to host a housewarming party next month.

“You should see the kitchen,” Edwin says. “Marble countertops, a Viking range—the works. We fell in love with it the second we walked in.”

“It’s the reason we chose the place,” Alan adds. “We’ve been cooking nonstop since we moved in.”

They stay for a while, chatting with everyone. Eventually the conversation turns to Unit 4.

“Paul's remodeling it,” I say. “Turning it into a nursery. It won't be rented out for a while.”

“Smart,” Alan says. “You’ll need the space.”

“We’re planning to take turns watching the babies,” Charlotte says. “It’ll be easier if we have a dedicated room.”

Amelia nods. “It’s called allomothering. It’s common in primates. Females take care of other females’ offspring. It benefits everyone. The mothers get help. The non-mothers get practice.”

She glances at me when she says non-mothers. I know she’s thinking about herself.

Madison and Emma are sitting together near the fountain. They exchange looks and giggle. Madison covers her mouth. Emma grins.

I’m not sure what that's about. Probably some joke I’m not in on.

Madison graduated from UCLA five months ago. She got a teaching position at a high school in Culver City. She’s passionate about the work. She tells me constantly how frustrating it is that students don’t care about literature. I tell her I remember the feeling.

Emma’s badminton obsession has only intensified. She made the West LA University team. She practices every day. She beats me easily now. Madison too. We don’t even bother playing competitively anymore.

I walk over to Amelia. She’s watching Bella chase Hercules around a potted plant. I put my arm around her shoulder again.

“We’ll keep trying,” I say quietly.

She looks up at me. Her olive eyes are soft. “I know. I’m not worried.”

“You seem worried.”

“I’m forty-two, Walter. It's realistic to worry a little.”

“Age is just a number.”

“Tell that to my ovaries.”

I kiss the top of her head. She leans into me.

The other women have treated her well. There’s an unspoken rule about seniority. Amelia was my first girlfriend. Even though we were apart for twenty years, that matters. Sara respects it. Charlotte does too. Even Anya, who could easily be territorial, has welcomed her.

Amelia kept her promise. She never publicized my life. No articles, no studies, and no conference presentations about polygamous families in America. I’m grateful for that.

I’m also certain I’m not alone. There have to be other men living like this. Maybe not many, but some.

A car pulls up outside the gate. I recognize Denise’s silver Mercedes. She parks and gets out. Mid-fifties. Beautiful in a cold way. She’s wearing a designer dress and heels. She looks like she’s going to a cocktail party, not a backyard gathering.

Hailey and Madison rush to greet their mother. Denise hugs them both, but doesn’t smile much.

I’ve met Denise before, when she came to see the apartment complex once. She didn’t understand why her daughters wanted to live here instead of with her and her wealthy husband in their Brentwood mansion. She told me the girls were looking for a father figure, and she said their relationship with me wasn’t healthy.

I replied politely that it wasn't her decision to make. And unsurprisingly, she didn’t like that.

Now she’s here. I'm surprised she came at all.

Denise walks into the courtyard. She nods at me. “Walter.”

“Denise. Thanks for coming.”

“I wouldn’t miss my daughters' baby shower.” She says it like I might try to exclude her.

Hailey rubs her belly. She’s glowing. “Mom, have some cake.”

“I don’t eat sugar,” Denise says.

Madison rolls her eyes behind her mother’s back. I pretend not to notice.

Another car pulls up. I recognize the rental sedan. My mother’s driving. I head toward the gate.

Eleanor gets out first. She’s wearing a flowered blouse and white pants. Her hair is shorter than last time I saw her. More gray in it. She looks good. Happy.

Peter climbs out of the passenger side. He’s tall and thin, with wire-rimmed glasses. He’s been married to my mother for ten years now. He’s a decent guy, quiet.

I’m hugging my mother when I see another couple approaching—a woman about Eleanor’s age, and a man much younger beside her.

The woman looks familiar. I freeze.

She smiles. “Walter, you’re looking so good.”

I know that voice. I remember the face. “Marie?”

I pull away from my mother. Marie is in her sixties now. She looks incredible. Her hair is still dark, only touched with silver. She’s wearing a blue dress and leather sandals. The man beside her is maybe fifty. Fit. Handsome in a rugged way.

Eleanor touches my arm. “Surprise. Marie and I reconciled a few years ago—believe it or not, it started on Facebook.  We are best friends again. When she and Finn mentioned they were planning a trip to LA, I invited them to come along.”

My brain is struggling to catch up. Marie. My mother’s best friend. The woman who took my virginity when I was eighteen.

“I’m so proud of you,” Marie says. She steps forward and hugs me. She smells like lavender. “Your mom has kept me up to date on what you’ve been doing. An English teacher, then a landlord. Now you’re a writer. And you’ve got yourself a harem, not to mention babies. You’ve done so well.”

“Thanks,” I manage, still processing the fact that she’s here. The past catching up with the present.

“I'm even prouder to have been your first.” She says it loudly. Several people turn to look.

I feel my face heat.

The women are suddenly very interested. Anya walks over, Charlotte follows, and Sara abandons her chair.

“You’re Marie?” Anya says. “I’ve always wanted to meet Walter's first lover.”

Marie laughs. “That's me. Ancient history.”

“Not that ancient,” Charlotte says. She’s smiling. “You look amazing.”

“Thank you.” Marie glances at the babies. “You're both so lucky. I always hoped I’d have Walter's baby. I was devastated when my period came.”

I want to disappear. Just sink into the tiles.

Marie's husband, Finn, speaks for the first time. His accent is thick. Scottish. “Aye, she was heartbroken. But we met in our fifties. The ship for babies had long sailed.”

He doesn’t seem bothered by any of this. He shakes my hand. His grip is firm.

“Good to meet you, lad,” Finn says. “Marie talks about you sometimes. Says you were a quick learner.”

I’m going to die. Right here in my own courtyard.

The women are delighted. They pull Marie toward the table, asking her questions. She answers everything openly. No embarrassment. No hesitation.

I stand there with Finn and Peter. The three of us watch the chaos unfold.

“Drink?” I offer.

“Aye,” Finn says.

Peter nods. “Please.”

I get them beers. We stand near the gate, a safe distance from the interrogation happening at the table.

My mother finds me a few minutes later. She touches my arm. “Are you upset I brought her?”

“Surprised,” I say. “Not upset.”

I don’t know what to say to that. My mother has always been conservative—practical, traditional. The kind of person who believes life should follow a certain order.

I didn’t even tell her about the women until a few months ago, after Anya gave birth to Sofia. I was sure she wouldn’t approve.

And now she’s standing here, looking at all of it, telling me she’s proud.

“I mean it,” she continues. “You’ve built something here. A family. A real family. You’re going to be a much better father than yours ever was.”

Her eyes are damp. She hugs me again.

I hug her back. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Now go rescue Marie before Anya makes her tell every embarrassing story she knows.”

I look over. Marie is laughing. Anya is tapping on her phone.

“Too late,” I say with a laugh. “I think Anya’s taking notes.”

Eleanor laughs. She pats my cheek and walks toward the table.

I stand by the gate with my beer. The party continues around me. Babies cry. Dogs bark. People laugh.

My strange, unconventional, wonderful life.
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Sample Chapter from Goddess Next Door

“Have a seat, Jeff,” Dr. Johnson, the head of the math department at Cypress Community College, said to me while pointing at the chair across the desk from him.

“Thanks.” I sat down, doing my best to appear calm, although I was nervous. I had a bad feeling about this meeting. The spring semester had ended a week ago, and I still hadn’t gotten my teaching assignment for the summer, while some newer instructors with less seniority had gotten theirs. After Dr. Johnson took over the position last year, several instructors I knew failed to get new contracts. It also took him a whole week to respond to my email inquiry. And instead of giving me a straight answer, he told me to see him in his office.

“So, to answer your question, Jeff, you haven’t gotten any class for the summer because we aren’t offering many,” Dr. Johnson said.

What? I blinked. I was not surprised by the news because I expected it, but the fact that he summoned me to his office to deliver it puzzled me.

“But some instructors with less seniority than me got theirs.”

“Well. Seniority isn’t the only criterion we consider when assigning classes.”

“I see. Is it because of my low passing rate?” I asked. I couldn’t think of any other reasons. I’d worked for CCC for five years and had been dedicated to my job.

“W…well,” Dr. Johnson said, pausing as if choosing his words carefully. “Mainly because we’re low in funding. You see, the state has cut funding for community colleges again. And funding is tied to performance.”

That was a very clever answer. To ensure funding, the college had to improve its transfer and graduation rates. That in turn, depended directly on grading, which was the instructors’ responsibility.

“I see,” I said with a sigh. I knew I didn't stand a chance because he stressed the importance of passing rates in the previous faculty meetings. But I wouldn’t give up without a fight. “I know passing rate is important, Dr. Johnson, but frankly, many students in my remedial classes weren’t college-ready. They didn’t learn anything in high school. Some of them don’t even know the multiplication table, let alone learn any algebra concepts. You know it.”

“I do,” he said. “But it’s your job to make them ready.”

I blinked for a second. The comment was insensitive. Then again, Johnson had never even taught the remedial courses. The man got his doctorate degree from an online college, not in math but in education. And he started his career as an administrator at Cypress, kissing the asses of the board of directors before he got appointed to be the chair of the math department.

“I have done my best,” I said to him. “If you looked at my syllabi, you would see I offer students many assessment opportunities besides homework. I give weekly quizzes and biweekly exams.”

“That’s the problem, Jeff,” he said. “Many of our students have math anxiety and aren’t good at taking tests. You should’ve offered them projects they could do at home with more time and less stress.”

I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. I’d heard that before. “But how would I know if they did the projects themselves?”

“You wouldn’t, but you could give them the benefit of the doubt,” my boss said with a shrug.

What? I stared at him in disbelief. Was he telling me to ignore cheating? “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” I said firmly.

“Then I’m afraid I can’t offer you any contract in the future.”

My jaw fell. “You are not serious.”

“I’m sorry, Jeff. It isn’t my decision alone. It’s the department’s faculty board.”

I gritted my teeth as I narrowed my eyes on him without a word. After half of the members either quit or got fired, the board now consisted of Johnson and two of his followers. I was enraged, but I held my urge to throw a punch in his face. The man looked at me with a triumphant smirk as if waiting for me to beg him for mercy. I disliked and despised the man so much that the mere thought of asking him to reconsider disgusted me.

Dr. Johnson had been on the job for only a year but had made many ridiculous changes or attempts aiming to boost the department’s passing rates. He’d opened a make-up exam center and required faculty members to make the option available to all students who missed their exams, with or without good excuses. Cell Phones weren’t allowed, but students were free to use the restrooms as frequently as needed. The center closed down within a month because it got so busy—many students chose to take exams over there instead of in their classrooms. No, I would not bow to this moron and do things his way.

“In that case, thank you for your time.” I got up from my chair.

Dr. Johnson blinked as if my lack of contention disappointed him. “My pleasure and thank you for your service at the college,” he said after a pause. “If you are willing to change your way of teaching, let me know. There’s a chance I would have some last-minute assignment for you.”

“Go to hell,” I said and walked out the door. But as soon as I was out of the building, I felt an overwhelming sadness. I recalled my enthusiasm as I started the job five years ago as a new instructor. I’d vowed to do my best and get full-time tenure within five years. Now, five years later, I not only hadn’t gotten a tenure, but lost my part-time contract as well.  I gazed around the small and charming campus. It didn’t have much impressive architecture but had some lovely gardens. The sights often helped alleviate my stress. But not today. Besides sadness and defeat, I also felt angry.  Why did men like Johnson get in power?

I didn’t remember how I got home. The traffic in Downtown Houston was as bad as usual, and it started to rain as I drove, but I hardly minded. All I knew was I was back in the underground parking of my apartment building an hour later.

Turning off the engine, I recalled the rent was due today. Shit. Three years ago, I let Jenny, my girlfriend, talk me into renting a luxury apartment with her and paying two-thirds of the rent because she was still working on her PhD. Back then, I was doing well. I worked for two colleges and made six figures. And then things went downhill. First, I lost my contract at the other college because of the state’s budget cuts. Then, the old department chair at Cypress resigned, and the first thing Johnson did was increase the class size and offer fewer classes to save money.

I had suggested we move to a cheaper place a few months ago, but Jenny didn’t want to, saying she liked the apartment's amenities. Besides, it was the last year of her graduate program, and she was busy writing and defending her thesis.  She also kept telling me that she would find a full-time job soon, and she had started looking. Well, I shouldn’t panic. I had some savings in the bank.

The elevator door dinged, and I just barged in without checking. Sure enough, I bumped into someone—a brunette with a ponytail. The moment our bodies collided, I felt the soft swell of her bosom pressing into my chest, and my hands shot out to support her back automatically. She was wearing a sports bra, and I was touching the silky skin of her lower back.

“I’m so sorry!” I said as I resisted my urge to move my hands. The familiar perfume made me realize she was Sienna, my incredibly sexy neighbor next door. The fierce barking of a Chihuahua confirmed it.

“It’s alright, Jeff,” Sienna said in a husky voice as she pulled away from me. Instantly, my eyes fell on her large hazel eyes, and my heart fluttered. They tended to sparkle whenever I gazed into them by accident, and I quickly looked away. But everything about her had the power to mess up my heartbeat. Her lush lips, graceful neck, not to mention her busty chest that seemed to be testing her sports bra’s limit.

I swallowed before I spoke again. “Are you okay? I should’ve checked first.” I apologized again.

“Don’t worry about it, Jeff. It’s my fault, too. I should’ve waited as well,” she said with a smile.

“Have a nice walk,” I said to her and reluctantly entered the elevator.

“Oh, I’ve already walked the dog,” Sienna explained. “But I locked myself out. I called the manager a minute ago, but he won’t return for another thirty minutes. So, we’ll go for another one.”

Mimi was panting, probably from the heat. I also noticed the layer of sweat on Sienna’s forehead. The elevator door was closing, but I pressed the button to hold it. “It’s raining. You could wait in my unit if you want.”

Her eyes sparkled. “That’d be nice. But are you sure?”

“Yeah. Glad to help.”

The elevator felt small as soon as I closed the door. I tried not to look at Sienna, but her scent was enough to attract my attention. The brunette moved into the apartment last year. She was about my age, friendly and energetic, and was almost always with her dog when she wasn’t working. I recalled that she was a yoga instructor. That explained her perfect curves. From the corner of my eye, I could make out the shape of her bubble butt. Shit. I had a girlfriend and shouldn’t feel this way toward other women. What the hell happened? The truth was I hadn’t been laid for a while. That was why. Jenny was busy finishing up her thesis. And there were all kinds of other excuses. I recalled the last time I had tried to get her interested, she had refused, saying it was a sin to have sex on a Good Friday. That puzzled me greatly because she was never religious. And that was nearly two months ago. Holy shit.

“So, how’s your day been so far?” Sienna asked as if to break the awkwardness.

Crappy. “Not bad,” I answered with a shrug, not going to bore her with my misery.

“Really?” She stared at me with a slight frown. “But you don’t look like your usual self.”

The comment took me by surprise. “What do you mean? How do I usually look?”

“You always have a calm demeanor, and you’re courteous. You would never rush into the elevator without waiting to make sure it’s empty. Well, except today,” she finished her sentence with a dazzling smile.

Wow. She was right. It was simply a habit I’d developed in order to set an example to the ill-mannered students I encountered daily.

“You’re an observant lady,” I said, chuckling, flattered by her attention.

“Only to interesting people,” she said, biting her bottom lip subtly.

Damn. Was she flirting with me?

My face became warm right away. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to invite her to my apartment. The truth is, I was attracted to Sienna, and I was careful not to show. But no matter how often I admonished myself, I couldn’t stop the bubbling sensation in my groin whenever I saw her.

I quickly exited the elevator and headed to my unit, Sienna and Mimi following.

I unlocked the door to my apartment and held it for my guests. “Thank you so much for agreeing to help,” Sienna said as she entered the house.

“Anytime,” I said, closing the door behind us. “That’s what neighbors are for.”

She smiled. “I wish every resident here would say the same. The sad truth is people hardly talk to each other. I actually rang three doorbells, including yours, asking for help because I needed to use the bathroom. I knew they were both home, but no one opened the door.”

“I’m so sorry. They must’ve thought you were a salesperson,” I said lamely, knowing the chances of that happening were small. “But have you, err, taken care of your…”

“Not yet,” Sienna said. “I was going to Jack in the Box down the block, although I would have to leave Mimi on the street. So again, I was so grateful to see you.”

I chuckled. “You can use the one down the hallway,” I said, pointing at the bathroom. “Want me to watch Mimi for you?”

“Sure, thanks.” Sienna handed me the leash and said to the dog. “Behave, baby. Mommy will be right back!”

Mimi attempted to follow her owner, but I tugged on the leash. She whined mournfully as Sienna disappeared into the hallway.

“Calm down,” I said to the tiny creature and crouched beside her. She growled at me even though I knew she was scared because she was trembling. Knowing that treats will calm an anxious dog, I took some diced apples from my fridge and waved a piece at her. She didn’t hesitate to take it from my hand and then gazed up at me with her adorable puppy eyes, begging for more.

I laughed and patted her. Growing up with working dogs at my dad’s farm, I had always loved canines. I also wanted to get one for a pet, but Jenny wasn’t interested. She said there would be too much work and lots of germs.

When Sienna returned to the living area, Mimi had calmed down and curled up against my foot. “Aww, you’re a dog whisperer!” Sienna cooed. “I’ve never seen her so trusting with strangers—even though you aren’t really a stranger.”

Mimi sprang to her feet and jumped as soon as Sienna neared her. I let her go.

“I gave her some apples, and she liked them,” I informed her.

“Yes, it's her favorite snack.” Sienna laughed.

“No wonder. Let me get you something to drink. What would you like?” I asked. “I think we’ve got some orange juice besides water.”

“I don’t need anything. But Mimi could use some water.”

I got a glass of water from the kitchen and handed it to Sienna. “Do you need a bowl?”

“Nah, I got it.” She crouched on the floor, poured some onto her palm, and brought it to Mimi. The Chihuahua was thirsty for sure and lapped it up quickly.

I watched the adorable creature for a second, and then my eyes shifted and fell on Sienna’s sports bra. Goddamn. She was leaning forward right next to me, and I got a tasty view of her deep, creamy valley from my vantage point. My boner throbbed in my pants, and I quickly looked away. Damn it. You’ve got to stop. I admonished the guy downstairs. And I’ve got to get Jenny to have sex with me tonight.

“You don’t have to sit with me, Jeff,” Sienna said, putting Mimi on her lap as she sat on the couch. “I’m sure you’ve got exams to grade.”

“Oh, the exams were over.” I sighed. “And I probably won’t be grading for a while.”

“Why?” Sienna’s eyes widened.

Shit. I shouldn’t have mentioned it, but it was too late not to talk about it. “I just got fired.” I then told Sienna about what happened earlier at Dr. Johnson’s office. I meant to keep it brief but ended up pouring out my frustration. “I always thought college professor was an honorable profession, and schools were less complicated compared to other workplaces. But I was so wrong. It’s just as corrupt as anywhere else and run by self-serving people.”

“I’m so sorry, Jeff,” Sienna reached to pat me on the arm, looking sympathetic. “But you did the right thing. You should not compromise your integrity just because your department chair told you to. You know what? You’re my hero.”

“Really?” I said dumbly. I didn’t expect her to compliment me on my foolish action. Perhaps she said it out of politeness, but her voice and smile were both sincere. “Thank you. I don’t mean to bore you with all the bitter comments.”

“Not at all,” she said. “I’m glad you opened up to me. And I’m sure you’ll find another job soon, even if not teaching. You’re a smart guy. I mean, you have to be because you’re a math professor. I suck at math.”

“Thanks,” I said, although not feeling smart at all at the moment. “We’ll see what happens next.”

Her phone rang, and she answered it. “The manager is back. I’ve got to go. Thanks so much, Jeff.” She stood up.

“Anytime.” I stood up as well. And unexpectedly, she leaned in to hug me.

My cock twitched as soon as I touched her warm body, and it was all I could do not to hold her too tight. When she pulled away, I was dazed and didn’t know what to say. Sienna’s cheeks also looked flushed as she gazed at me as if waiting for more actions from me. My eyes fell on her lush lips, and she also stared at mine. I imagined for a second how sweet they would taste, and I had to stop my hands from pulling her back into my arms.

As the silence became awkward, Sienna stepped away. “Bye, Jeff,” she said and went to the door.

I followed her silently, still trying to find words. When she reached the door handle, she turned back. “I got an idea. Would you be interested in walking Mimi once a day until you find a job? She needs to be walked twice a day, morning and evening. I had a morning walker, a college student, but she returned to San Antonio for the summer. I’ve been doing it myself lately, but it’s just too much. My morning classes start at eight, and I am walking Mimi before that feels rushed. I have trouble finding a walker, and that’s because Mimi is picky. But she seems to like you.”

“Sure, I would love to help,” I said without hesitation.

“Great!” She grins. “I’ll pay you $20 per hour.”

“Oh, you don’t have to pay me…”

“Nonsense,” Sienna said quickly. “I appreciate your generosity, but Jeff, you’re out of work at the moment. I know it isn’t much compared to your teaching salary, but it might take care of your groceries until you find a better job.”

It dawned on me she was trying to help me out. “In that case, I won’t argue with you, Sienna. Thanks.”

“Great! Would you be able to start tomorrow?”

“No problem.”

I closed the door behind me after Sienna was gone and took a deep breath. Perhaps the day wasn’t so bad. I lost a job and found another one right after. Although the salaries were like night and day, I imagined walking Mimi would be a piece of cake.
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