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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And then the noises break the night.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The phone rings three times before I hear her voice.

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

Tom Jones it is.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I laugh, letting it go. “Exactly.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"How long?" Anya asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Is this your first time visiting LA?”

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

“You don’t like it here?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Charlotte. I like the name.


CHAPTER 5

[image: ]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

"Hi Walter!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"You come here often?" she asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Paul smiles sheepishly. "Neither."

"What?"

"It's laminate."

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

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

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

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

"Can you tell the difference?" Paul counters.

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

"No," I admit hesitantly.

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

I wince at his phrasing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yeah, just thinking."

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

"See you."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Completely."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I blink. "Get what?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her eyes brighten. "Could I read it?"

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

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

I shrug. "Chekhov? Tolstoy? Dostoevsky?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Oh.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Why not?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But hell, it felt good.

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Come in," she says, stepping aside.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You mean timeless,” I say appreciatively.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Wow, that’s fast.”

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

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

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

My mouth opens. “He doesn’t know?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“More than sure.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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