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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t mind. Let them watch.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

We step into the steaming water. Despite my skepticism, I can’t help but hope this time will be different. Maybe this dreamlike escape could turn into something lasting.


CHAPTER 2
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"Tonight, Peter reminds himself, he must say the words he couldn't say twenty-two years ago. When Amber looks into his eyes and tells him she'll love him forever, he must return the promise instead of hedging with philosophical questions about the nature of forever. He must put aside the cynicism born from watching his parents' marriage dissolve, must forget the knowledge of how many relationships end in disappointment. For tonight, he must believe in forever, even if his older self knows better."

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

The trip to Catalina Island only stimulated me more as it brought back more memories. I pause momentarily, recalling the trip. And naturally, Charlotte pops into mind. She's been gone for only three days, but it feels as if our affair took place ages ago. She texted me as soon as she landed in JFK, but I haven't heard from her since.

This is just one of the many hookups I have had in my life. At least I tell myself that, although I cannot explain the fact that my thoughts frequently wander to her and the moments we spent together. I can still feel the warmth of her body against mine, and the ecstasy of our union. Her eyes have haunted me every waking moment in the past few days.

I stare at the screen of my laptop, at the blinking cursor. Peter and Amber. Their reunion. Their second chance at love. The words blur together, and all I can think about is Charlotte's laugh as we took that glass-bottom boat tour, how her hair smelled of salt and sunshine, how her hand fit perfectly in mine as we walked along Avalon's waterfront. The memory feels more real than the fiction I'm trying to create.

"Just a fling," I mutter to myself, rubbing my tired eyes. "Just a casual thing between two consenting adults."

Yet there was nothing casual in the way she looked at me before we parted at the ferry terminal, and nothing temporary in the way she kissed me goodbye. "I'll be back," she had whispered, her olive eyes bright with promise. "Just need to tie up loose ends."

I save my document and close my laptop. My apartment feels unusually quiet. I check my phone for the twelfth time today. No new messages. Of course not. Charlotte has a life to reorganize in New York. An apartment to pack up. A job to leave. Friends to say goodbye to.

I get up from the chair and go to the kitchen to refill my coffee mug. From the window, I see activities in the courtyard, reminding me it's Sunday. Anya is talking to Alan and Edwin, the gay couple in Unit 4. Next to her stands a petite brunette I've never seen before. They are talking very animatedly, filling the courtyard with laughter.

Anya tosses her dark blonde hair over one shoulder, and even from this distance I can see the quiet confidence in her posture, the way she draws attention without trying. The brunette says something, and Anya throws her head back in laughter. I remember our last conversation and her complaints about the kitchen countertop, and a flicker of frustration runs through me—mixed, as always, with attraction. Dammit. Why does she have to be so infuriating?

I turn away from the window and head back to the living room, my coffee already half gone. Voices drift through the wall—men’s voices. I move closer to the door and listen. It’s John, giving orders. Something about boxes, packing. Sounds like he’s hired movers.

I should talk to him. His lease is up in two weeks, and I need to know if he’s really moving out for good. But I hesitate. After all, I slept with his wife not long ago. Even if they’re separated and he’s a complete jerk, it still feels wrong.

Still, I’m the landlord. I have to deal with this. It’s business, I tell myself. Strictly professional. Nothing personal.

I set the mug down and run a hand through my hair, trying to make myself look somewhat put-together. The hallway mirror reflects a man with tired eyes and stubble that’s crossed the line from rugged to careless. I look like someone who can’t decide whether he needs a nap or a new life plan.

More sounds drift through the wall. A woman laughing. Not Charlotte. Someone younger, her voice lighter, higher-pitched. Of course. John would not waste any time, would he?

I take a deep breath and step into the hallway. John’s door is partially open, and his voice carries more clearly now.

“That box is from the kitchen. No, not that one—the other. Make sure those go in the truck.”

I pause for a moment before walking closer. Just as I reach the doorway, I hear a woman again. “No, John, leave your ugly sofa here. We don’t need that.”

John stands with his arm around a woman, both of them facing away from me. “You don’t like it?” he says, half-laughing. “Sure. We’ll get a new one.”

So he has already found someone new, and apparently, a place to move in with her.

I knock lightly on the open door, and they both turn. John and a woman in her twenties, with honey-blonde hair and the kind of professionally whitened smile that comes with Hollywood ambitions.

“Are you moving out, John?” I ask.

His expression changes when he sees me. There is a brief flash of something that might be guilt or recognition, but it disappears as quickly as it appears, replaced by his usual grin.

“Yes, I was about to let you know,” he says. “My lease is almost up, and I found a place closer to work.”

Neither of us mentions Charlotte. His new girlfriend, if that is what she is, glances at me with polite curiosity. She cannot be more than twenty-five. Tight jeans, cropped top, flat stomach, jeweled belly button. The kind of woman John always brought home. The kind whose laughter used to echo through the walls late at night, along with everything else.

“This is Brianna,” John says, almost as an afterthought. “Brianna, this is Walter, my landlord.”

“Hi,” she says, giving me a quick smile before turning back to the movers.

“I should be out by Wednesday,” John continues. “That okay?”

“Fine,” I say. “Just drop the key in my mailbox when you’re done. I’ll refund your deposit if everything looks good.”

“No problems there,” he says. “I’ve been a model tenant, right?”

If by “model tenant” he means sleeping with anyone available and cheating on his wife, then yes, he has been outstanding. But I only nod and step back.

“Nice to meet you,” Brianna calls after me, though her eyes are already on the boxes and the men hauling them out the door.

I return to my own unit and close the door behind me, the click of the latch sounding quieter than I expect.


CHAPTER 3
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I return to my writing once I’m back in my apartment, and continue rewriting Peter and Amber’s reunion scene.

Amber steps into the moonlight, and for a moment Peter forgets to breathe. Her red hair is partly pinned up, with a few curls falling around her face and down her back. The green of her eyes reflects the light from the path lamps, making them seem brighter than usual. Her skin looks pale in the moonlight, and a light scatter of freckles crosses her nose and cheeks. The black prom dress fits her closely, the neckline a little lower than I remember, showing the soft curve of her collarbones. The fabric catches the light when she moves, and she carries herself with a mix of youthful confidence and nervous excitement.

A sharp knock on my door shatters the moment. I blink, disoriented by the sudden return to reality. The knock comes again, more insistent this time. John probably, returning me the key already? I stand up and get to the door promptly.

When I swing the door open, it's not John's practiced smile that greets me but Anya's gray eyes, bright and expectant. My breath catches slightly. She's wearing chino shorts that reveal her toned legs and a thin white cotton shirt that clings to her curves, casual weekend wear that on her looks like something from a fashion magazine. Her blonde hair is twisted into a messy bun, a few wavy strands escaping to frame her face. The overall effect is unstudied yet devastating.

"May I come in?" she asks, with that playful smile that drives me nuts, the one that lifts just the corner of her mouth and makes her look like she knows something I don't.

"Of course," I say, stepping aside. My apartment suddenly feels too small, too personal with her in it. I'm acutely aware of the coffee mug on the desk, and my laptop with its screen open. I hope she won’t notice it. "What can I do for you?" I force my voice to sound calm, professional.

"I'm here to sign the new lease," she says, tapping a folder I hadn't noticed she was carrying.

"Oh. Right," I mumble. Unit 3 is ready, and I've printed out a new lease as well. I've been both anticipating and dreading this moment.

I clear space on the coffee table, moving aside my writing notes and stacks of books. Anya settles on my couch, crossing her legs as she opens her folder. I retrieve my copy of the lease from my desk drawer, along with a pen.

"Here we are," I say, placing the document between us. "It's the standard lease, just with the updated unit number and your current rent rate maintained, as we discussed."

Anya reads through it carefully, her lips moving slightly with each clause. I try not to stare at her mouth. She signs with a flourish at each marked spot, her signature confident and looping. I add my own signature, more restrained, almost apologetic next to hers.

"I've already started packing with my friend Gabrielle’s help," Anya says, closing the folder with a satisfied snap. "I can't wait to move into the new unit."

"Of course," I say as I register the name Gabrielle in my head, associating it with the brunette she was speaking to earlier.

Although I've had second thoughts since I agreed to let her have the unit at her current rate, her enthusiasm makes my compromise worth it. Besides, I'm a sucker for her smile, and for the way her eyes light up. It's pathetic, really, how easily the woman disarms me despite her unreasonable demands.

"Thank you so much, Walter," Anya says, standing up. Her gray eyes seem warmer than usual.

"No problem," I say with a shrug, as if giving her a larger apartment at a discounted rate isn't going to eat into my profit margins.

She pauses as she gazes at my bookshelves, her head tilted slightly. "I'm still waiting for you to lend me the book."

"What book?" I pretend I have no idea what she's talking about, though my stomach tightens.

"Your book," Anya says, turning back to me with an expectant look. "The one you sent to Lighthouse."

"Oh, right." Damn. She wouldn't let it go. I've had second thoughts about letting Anya read my book. Despite her assurance the last time when we spoke, I'm still afraid she'll judge it, find it amateurish. She's a Russian literature professor, for God's sake.. "I have a hard copy somewhere. I'll give it to you after I find it."

She rolls her eyes. "Come on, Walter, I know you're reluctant to lend it to me. Why? I won't judge."

I'm caught lying. My cheeks flush with heat. "Okay, wait a minute. I'll look for it now."

I retreat upstairs to my bedroom, where I know exactly where the book is: on my nightstand, where it's been since the day she first asked. I take a moment to breathe, then grab the book and head back down.

"The Father Who Got Away," Anya reads the title as I hand it to her, running her thumb along the spine. "I like the title."

“It’s somewhat autobiographical,” I say, anticipating her next question. “It’s based on my own father.”

“I see,” she says, her interest piqued as she flips through the pages. "I can't wait to dive into it."

I know she's being polite. But I can't help feeling grateful for her attempt to flatter me. "Thank you, Anya, for wanting to read it. I hope you will finish it."

Damn. Why am I being so self-deprecating?

Anya rolls her eyes. "Walter. Of course I'll finish it. I don't give up on anything easily, you know?"

"Of course, I know," I say with a smile. I'm thinking about Anya's persistent, relentless request about the countertop. How she wept, how she threatened to move out altogether when I refused to replace the laminate with quartz.

“And I hope you’re not about to start on the countertop again,” I add before I can stop myself.

Anya narrows her eyes slightly. “You really mean that?”

“Yes,” I say firmly, surprising myself with the edge in my voice. “Because like I said, I’m not changing it. And it looks good.”

Anya studies me for a moment, her gaze steady and unreadable. And for a second, I wonder what trick she'll play. Will she cry again? Or will she throw my book onto the floor?

To my surprise, she smiles. "Very well," she says, her voice low. "I agree. The countertop looks good. It's pointless to change it. But you are not fulfilling your promise. And that's not cool."

"Cool?” I repeat. Her tone’s calm, but the disappointment underneath it hits harder than any argument. But she's right. I promised her quartz and delivered laminate. That small betrayal sits uncomfortably in my chest.

I sigh. "What can I do for you to look cool, then? More rent discount?" I ask, a bit grudgingly.

Her smile broadens. "That'd be nice," she says, her voice turning even more husky. "But I'm not so insatiable, Walter. I've decided to let it go."

My body feels warm suddenly, a strange prickling sensation at the back of my neck. I sense that she's up to something. Anya Petrov doesn't just "let things go." She's tenacious. It's one of the qualities I both admire and fear about her.

"Oh, that's... nice of you," I mumble, searching her face for clues.

She smirks. "But that's not to say, I don't want anything else from you." Her grey eyes roam over me, leaving a heated trail from my face down to my neck, my chest, waist. The look is so deliberate it feels almost like a physical touch.

"What do you have in mind?" My voice comes out gruff, rougher than I intended.

She carelessly eyes my center, lingering around there for a second, before looking up to meet my eyes. The boldness of her gaze makes my pulse quicken.

"Do you ever feel lonely, Walter?" she asks.

I swallow. What? The question seems to come from nowhere, yet it lands with precision, like she's found the soft spot in my armor. "Why do you ask that?"

"Because," she says, looking around my apartment with those observant eyes. "You hardly get out of your apartment. Besides, you're a writer. Always alone."

"Well, are you lonely? You're a writer as well." I'm deflecting, and we both know it.

"No I'm not. But I'm not always alone. I have friends. Many friends. Women, men. And I work outside my house. So are you lonely?" She repeats the question, refusing to let me wiggle free.

"Not really," I say, though the words feel hollow even to me. "I have my characters."

"Ah, that's right. I know what you mean." Something softens in her expression, a flash of understanding that makes me wonder if she really does know.

"What do you write?" I ask, hoping to steer the conversation into safer waters.

She pauses. "Just some chick lit."

"I see." I say with a nod, but I'm surprised by the answer. I thought she would be writing something more academic, dense literary criticism or perhaps experimental fiction. I wonder what exactly "chick lit" means in the hands of someone who lectures on Dostoevsky, but I refrain from asking her more questions. I'm still wondering what she's getting at by asking whether I'm lonely.

"You should go out more," she says, her finger tracing the spine of my book absently. "To meet friends."

I frown. "What are you getting at, Anya?" I ask. "Just say it." Directness isn't my strong suit, but neither is this strange dance we seem to be doing.

She chuckles. "Sorry. I don't mean to take up so much of your time. I just..." She meets my eyes again, and her voice is a bit husky when she speaks again. "I really want to get to know you more, Walter."

"Thank you. You already know quite a lot about me," I say, my heart starting to race. "You know I'm a landlord, a writer, and I'm single. That's all there is to know."

She raises an eyebrow. "I disagree," she says. "I don't know much about you. I’m not even sure whether you like women or men."

Shit. I curse silently. She is direct. I'm on the verge of telling her I'm straight, but have a second thought. Why should I tell her that? Why is she asking? The meaning behind her question lingers between us.

"What do you think?" I ask back, surprised by my own boldness.

She gazes at me with those stormy, gray eyes again. "Like I said, I'm not sure," her voice is husky again, making my blood warm. "I hope you like women. It would be a shame if you don't."

Fuck. She's flirting with me now. The realization strikes, leaving me breathless. Anya Petrov, the brilliant professor I've admired from a distance, is standing in my living room suggesting... what, exactly? Interest? Attraction? The possibility seems so improbable that I can't quite process it.

We lock eyes. I'm at a loss for words. I only stare at her like an idiot, my brain frantically trying to catch up with what's happening. Is this some sort of game? Another negotiating tactic? Or is she genuinely interested in me? The silence stretches between us, charged with something I can't quite name. Her lips curve slightly, and I find myself staring at them, wondering what they would feel like against mine.

I should say something. Anything. But the words won't come. I've spent months crafting sentences in my head and on paper, yet now, when it matters, language fails me completely. So I stand there, mute and frozen, as Anya looks at me with those knowing eyes, and I wonder what she sees.
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Anya inches closer, and then, dropping the book on the coffee table, she hooks her hands around my neck, gazing up as if asking for permission, or testing my sexuality. I grunt, put my hand on her back and press her against me. She gasps and parts her lips, and I take the hint. I dive in and claim her pouty lips. She responds right away, opening her lips wider as I suck on them.

Before long, our tongues are dancing with each other, and our bodies rub against one another. The taste of her mouth is intoxicating, a hint of coffee and something sweeter. My brain struggles to process what's happening. This is Anya Petrov, the woman I've fantasized about for the past couple of years, pressing against me as if she can't get close enough.

We deepen our kiss, exploring each other's mouths. My hands travel under her shirt, finding the warm skin of her lower back. She moans and wriggles against me, the sound vibrating through my lips. Her body is softer than I imagined, yielding yet insistent against mine.

My cock twitches as it hardens, pressing into her belly. Seeking her warmth. I should be embarrassed, but Anya seems to take it as encouragement. She grinds against me, creating a delicious friction between us.

To my astonishment, she's down on her knees now, and her hands are adeptly doing my pants. Her fingers work the button and zipper with ease, her eyes never leaving mine.

"What're you doing, Anya?" I ask gruffly. My voice sounds strange to my own ears, strained and deep.

This can't be true. This is Anya Petrov. Professor of Russian literature at a respected university. The woman who quotes Tolstoy and analyzes Chekhov for a living. But it is happening. I'm not dreaming it up. Although I have done it many times in my imagination, the reality is far more vivid than any fantasy.

Anya's lips are wrapping around my thick girth, and she is relishing my meaty tip. Her mouth is hot and wet, and the visual of her blonde head nestling between my legs is enough to make me light-headed. The pleasure is immediate and overwhelming, so intense that I grip the edge of the coffee table to steady myself.

Fuck. Why is she doing it? For a countertop? Goddamn. She doesn't give up, does she? The thought intrudes, unwelcome but persistent. Is this some kind of elaborate negotiation tactic? Has she decided that if reason and tears won't work, perhaps pleasure will?

What should I do? Should I give her what she wants? Should I stop her? The questions swirl in my head, but they seem increasingly irrelevant as she takes me deeper. I can't think straight because my animal self is taking control of my rational self. The part of me that analyzes and overthinks is being systematically shut down by the primal part that only wants more of what she's offering.

I give up thinking. Just enjoy the moment. The moment my dream comes true. I've spent months imagining what it would be like to touch her, to taste her, and now she's the one tasting me. The irony isn't lost on me, but I'm beyond caring about literary devices.

I grip her shoulders instead. She's so fucking gorgeous. Her head is bobbing up and down along my length, her grey eyes are dreamy, lustful. They look up at me occasionally, gauging my reaction, seemingly pleased by what they see. Her mouth is warm, and she knows what she's doing. This isn't hesitant or exploratory. She moves with confidence and purpose.

I watch her as her cheeks hollow when she applies pressure to my manhood. She squeezes my base as she sucks the tip. She's playing me like an instrument. And she's playing very skillfully. What is she? A professor by day and what by night? What kind of “chick lit” does she write?

Talented woman. Obviously, she's good at not just teaching and writing, but also pleasuring a man. The thought should probably bother me more than it does, the idea that she's done this before, perhaps many times. But all I feel is gratitude and a kind of wonder. That someone like her would want someone like me.

Her tongue swirls around the sensitive tip, and my hips buck involuntarily. She takes it in stride, adjusting her rhythm to match my movements. The sight of her on her knees, her lips stretched around me, her eyes half-closed in what looks like genuine enjoyment, is almost too much to bear.

I'm not going to last long. Not with the skilled attention she's giving me, not with the months of pent-up desire finally finding release. I try to focus on something else, anything else, to prolong the moment. I think about the countertop, about the lease agreement, about the stack of bills waiting on my desk. But none of it works. The pleasure builds, inexorable and demanding.

She must sense my struggle because she increases her pace, her movements becoming more deliberate, more targeted. She knows exactly what she's doing, exactly what will push me over the edge. And I'm powerless to resist it. The pressure builds at the base of my spine, a gathering storm of sensation that threatens to overwhelm me.

My breath comes in ragged gasps now, my hands clenching and unclenching at my sides. I want to touch her, to guide her, but I'm reluctant to break the spell, to somehow remind her that this is me, Walter the landlord, not whoever she imagines when she closes her eyes.

So I let her take control, surrendering to the rhythm she establishes, to the pleasure she bestows. My hands move up to cup her face. I tilt it up and see her eyes, bright from what she's doing, and I push further down her mouth.

She gags a bit, but composes herself. She holds me in her mouth without moving, and then, slowly, she unbuttons her shirt, unclasps her bra, and shows me the pair of full breasts that I've glimpsed at but never had the pleasure of seeing the entire picture.

"You're so beautiful, Anya," I murmur. Her skin is pale, perfect, the curves of her breasts full and topped with rosy nipples that have hardened in the cool air of my apartment.

"Thank you, Walter," she says after letting me out with a pop. "They are for you to enjoy." Her voice is husky, confident, the voice of a woman who knows her power.

I haven't fully understood her meaning when she captures my cock in her cleavage. Goddamn. This is heavenly. She presses her breasts together, creating a warm channel for me to thrust into. The sight makes me jolt, and Anya chuckles.

"No need to be so excited, cowboy," she says throatily, stroking me before pushing her breasts against me. The endearment should sound ridiculous, but from her lips, it sends a shiver down my spine.

I thrust right away, along the pillowy, yet firm, valley of her breasts. The exquisite sensation makes my head swim. The friction is different from her mouth, but no less pleasurable. The visual alone is enough to bring me close to the edge: Anya on her knees, her shirt open, her breasts wrapped around me, her lips parted slightly as she watches my reaction.

"I'm gonna come soon," I warn her, feeling the telltale tightening at the base of my spine. The pressure has been building since she first kissed me, and I can't hold back much longer.

"Go ahead, landlord," she says with a coquettish smile. "Spill your cum on my tits." The crude language from those refined lips, from the mouth that lectures on Pushkin and Turgenev, sends a jolt of pleasure through me.

Fuck. That does it. The tidal wave surges through, faster than I intended, painting Anya's bosom with ropes of cream. Wave after wave of pleasure crashes over me as I empty myself onto her skin. I feel light-headed for a moment after I empty my lust onto the beautiful body in front of me, the release so intense that I have to grip the edge of the coffee table again to keep from staggering.

Anya scoops up a bit and licks it off her fingers. "Not bad," she says with a playful smile. The sight of her tasting me, her pink tongue darting out to clean her finger, nearly makes me hard again despite having just climaxed.

I grab the tissue box on the coffee table. I clean her up first, and then myself. The moment has shifted, the urgency gone, replaced by something more tender, almost reverent. I wipe her skin carefully, making sure to get every drop, treating her body with the respect it deserves.

Anya buttons her shirt, while I pull up my pants. The rustle of fabric seems loud in the quiet apartment. We don't speak, but the silence isn't uncomfortable. It's contemplative, a space for both of us to process what just happened.

She picks up the book from the sofa and heads to the door. "We should get together again soon, Walter," she says before leaving my apartment. The words are casual, but her eyes hold a promise that makes my recently spent cock twitch with interest.

The door clicks shut behind her, and I'm alone again. The apartment seems emptier somehow, as if she took some vital energy with her when she left.

Damn. What just happened? The question repeats in my mind as I try to make sense of the last twenty minutes. Is giving me a blow job what she wanted from me? No way. That doesn't track. A woman like Anya could have any man she wanted. Why choose her boring landlord?

Did I underestimate Anya? Did I misunderstand her? With these questions, I step into the bathroom. I run the faucet and splash water onto my face. The cold shock helps clear my head a little, but the questions remain.

As I dry my face, I catch my reflection in the mirror. I look the same, but I don't feel the same. Something has changed, some fundamental understanding of myself and of Anya. I thought I had her figured out: the demanding tenant, the brilliant academic, the beautiful woman out of my league. But she turns out to be more complicated than that, more surprising.

And then, as I hang up the towel, I realize that there's something else I can do for Anya. The bathroom of Unit 3 can use a countertop too. And I can definitely get her a quartz one. Not as a payment for what just happened. That would cheapen it, turn something genuine into a transaction. But as a gesture, a recognition of what she wants and what I can give.

It's a small thing, really. A stone surface in a room she'll use every day. But sometimes the small things matter most. I reach for the phone and locate Paul’s number. I need him to order the quartz right away and have the work done before Anya moves in. I want it to be a surprise, something she discovers when she first walks through the door of her new apartment.


CHAPTER 5
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They sneak into her house through the back door, laughing softly like the teenagers they still seem to be. But Peter feels every one of his forty years as he follows her up the narrow staircase to her bedroom. The room looks exactly as he remembers. A poster of The Killers hangs slightly askew, one corner curling from the wall. Stuffed animals line the shelves in neat rows, and snapshots of friends are tucked into the mirror’s frame. The single bed, dressed in a lavender comforter, looks both innocent and full of promise.

I pause my typing and close my eyes for a moment, picturing the scene clearly. Amelia. My college girlfriend. Her apartment looked just like that. The stuffed animals were baboons and chimpanzees. I remember the first time I stepped into her room. It was the first time I’d ever been inside a girl’s bedroom.

My heart was pounding so hard it felt like I’d just robbed a bank. I probably stood there for five straight minutes pretending to study her Killers poster so I wouldn’t have to say anything. I was so nervous I could barely form a sentence. She laughed, that easy laugh of hers, and told me to relax.

I let out a long breath and rub my eyes, wondering what she’s doing now. I’ve been thinking about her a lot lately, ever since I started writing this time-travel book. I even looked her up online two days ago, but found almost nothing. She isn’t listed on any university websites or research pages anymore, though her name still appears in a few old academic reports.

I push back my chair and stretch before heading into the kitchen for another cup of coffee. Outside, the courtyard hums with activity. It’s busier than usual for a Friday night. From my window, I spot a couple walking toward Unit 6. Anya moved in a few days ago. Right—she’s hosting a housewarming party tonight. She even slipped an invitation into my mailbox.

I hesitate, wondering if I should go. The couple passing by looks like the scholarly type, the sort of people who would talk about journals and conferences all night. I doubt I’d fit in. I’m not much of a party person anyway. And honestly, I’m not sure how to act around Anya after what happened between us. Just thinking about her mouth on me makes my pulse quicken again.

I shake it off and sit back down to write. In my story, Peter and Amber are about to make love for the first time. I stop for a second, remembering my own first time with Amelia. She was a virgin. I wasn’t. I already had a little experience, just one brief, strange encounter with Marie, my mother’s best friend.

A series of impatient knocks pulls me out of my thoughts. I blink, take a breath, and rise from my chair. Whoever it is, they’ve chosen a strange time to visit. I hope it isn’t an emergency plumbing issue. Probably someone with a complaint. I get up anyway and head for the door.

Anya stands there, and my heart does a quiet somersault. She looks stunning. Her off-the-shoulder red dress shows just enough skin to make it impossible not to notice, and her hair is pinned up in a loose bun that seems designed to fall apart by midnight. There’s a slow, knowing look in her eyes that catches me completely off guard.

“Good evening, Walter,” she says with a warm smile, her gray eyes bright and playful.

“Good evening, Anya.” I steady my voice and try to hold her gaze, forcing my eyes to stay where they belong. “What can I do for you?”

She rolls her eyes. “Come on, you make it sound like I only show up when I need something.”

“You don’t?” I ask, a trace of humor slipping out before I can stop it.

“No,” she says. “Not tonight. I came to invite you to my party.”

“Oh,” I reply. “Thanks. I got your invitation, but I’m not much of a party person.”

“I know,” she says, smiling as if she’s been expecting that answer. “That’s exactly why I came. You barely leave your apartment. You need to meet people.”

I hesitate, trying to find a polite way to explain that the last thing I want is to make small talk with a group of academics. But before I can say anything, she seems to read my mind.

“Some of them are colleagues,” she says, “but others are just friends. They’re good people, not the pretentious kind.”

I can’t help but chuckle. Her ability to see through me is disarming. “It’s not that,” I start to protest. “I’m just in the middle of writing something.”

“I see.” Her tone softens, but she doesn’t step back. “You might get some inspiration if you come. My friend Gabby has been dying to meet you.”

“Gabby?” I repeat, searching my memory until I recall the petite brunette who helped her pack last week.

“Yes. She read your book and loved it. Gabby is my colleague at the university. She teaches French.”

“She read my book?” I say, uncertain whether to be flattered or mortified.

“She spotted it on my desk,” Anya says with a grin. “I couldn’t stop her.”

“That’s all right.” The thought that someone actually enjoyed my writing stirs something pleasant in me. For the first time, the idea of going doesn’t sound so bad.

“I like the book too, Walter,” Anya says quietly. Her gaze lingers on me as she steps closer, close enough that I catch the faint scent of her perfume. She slips her arms around my neck in an easy, teasing embrace. “Come on, just for one night. Stop hiding in here and have a little fun. The book will still be here when you get back. Who knows, maybe it’ll even thank you for it.”

Her voice, her touch, her scent—everything about her makes it difficult to say no.

"Okay," I say with a smile.

She smiles and leans in to kiss me. "Thanks for the quartz countertop, too. It's beautiful," she says after pulling away. Her husky voice makes my cock stir.

I groan softly, "You're welcome. I'm glad you like it."

A moment later, I’m wearing a presentable shirt and a pair of slacks, making my way toward Anya’s unit. When was the last time I went to a party? I try to remember. College? No. I went to a few after I started working. Colleagues’ house parties, birthdays, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. But I stopped going after a while. It all started to feel routine and dull, especially since I always showed up alone.

The door to Anya’s apartment is open. Warm light spills into the courtyard, along with bursts of laughter. The living room is already packed with about a dozen people.

I stand in the doorway, scanning for Anya while also taking in the living room.

Her old furniture fits surprisingly well in the remodeled Spanish-style space. There’s the antique cabinet with its carved doors, the couch draped with a hand-crocheted cover, and a coffee table with worn edges that somehow make it more inviting.

The built-in shelves she insisted on having are already packed with books, framed photos, and small pieces of art. Even from the doorway, I can see how carefully everything is placed, though I can’t tell if there’s any real order to it. The walls hold more artwork, mostly prints, with a few that look like original watercolors.

It feels as if she’s been living here forever, not just a few days. I notice some things I don’t remember from her old place in Unit 5. A few new paintings, maybe a different lamp. And that coffee table definitely looks new.

My eyes find Anya across the room, talking animatedly with a small group of guests. I’m still debating whether to go over and say hello when Edwin from Unit 4 spots me and waves.

“Hey, Walter,” he calls out. “Didn’t expect to see you at a party.”

I chuckle. Edwin and his partner, Alan, have lived here longer than anyone including me—over five years now. Good tenants. Always pleasant, always on time with the rent.

“Anya convinced me,” I admit.

“No wonder,” he says, giving me a look and wiggling his eyebrows.

What’s that supposed to mean? I suppress a frown. Does he know? Anya and that couple have always seemed close, but how close, exactly?

I force a polite laugh just as a woman in her thirties steps up to us. She gives Edwin a nod before turning to me.

“You must be Walter,” she says.

“I am,” I reply. “And you’re Gabrielle, Anya’s friend?”

“Yes, I am,” She smiles and offers her hand. “Call me Gabby.”

“Nice to meet you, Gabby,” I say, shaking her hand as Edwin excuses himself and walks off to join Alan.

“It’s nice to finally meet you. Anya talks about you all the time,” Gabby says.

“She does?” I ask, chuckling as I take her in. She’s wearing a cotton midi dress with abstract prints in blues and greens. It fits her perfectly, flattering her figure without trying too hard. Sexy, but in a quiet, confident way. Her caramel waves fall just above her shoulders. Her light brown eyes are so bright it’s hard to look away.

While I’m still caught staring, she says something in a foreign language, a quick string of words I can’t make out.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t speak French.”

Gabby laughs softly. “That wasn’t French,” she says. “It was German.”

“Oh,” I reply, feeling heat rise in my face. “Sorry about that.”

“No worries,” she says, still smiling. “I just thought you might understand because of your last name.”

“I see. I believe my great-grandfather was from Germany, but that’s about it. I didn’t inherit the language—just the last name and an occasional craving for sauerkraut.” I surprise myself with how talkative I’ve become. What’s gotten into me? I’m not the party type. But there’s something about Gabby that makes me want to impress her.

Gabby laughs. “Well, you clearly didn’t inherit your sense of humor from your great-grandfather either,” she says. “No wonder Anya’s such a fan of yours. She even picked your place over mine.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, feeling my cheeks warm again.

“I offered her my waterfront house, but she wanted to stay here instead.”

It sinks in. Anya mentioned something about that when she was complaining about the laminated countertop.

“No worries,” Gabby says, her gaze moving slowly over me from head to toe. “I can see why. She has good taste. You’re not only smart, but pretty damn attractive too.”

Shit. Did she really just say that? My face feels hot, and I have no idea how to respond to a compliment like that from someone I just met. Is she flirting, or just teasing? And what exactly is going on between her and Anya?

Anya picks the perfect moment to appear. “So, Walter,” she says, smiling. “I see you’ve already met your new fan.”

I blink, not sure what she means. “What do you mean?”

Gabby’s smile softens, warmer now. “I was just about to tell you. I love your book.”

Right. The book. The reason I came in the first place. I’d almost forgotten. I can’t tell if she’s just being polite, but it doesn’t really matter. “Thank you,” I say, then add with a hint of humor, “Maybe you’ll translate it into French for me.”

Gabby lifts an eyebrow. “No problem. I could also do it in German if you like.”

My mouth opens in surprise. “That’s even better. Are you serious?”

“Of course,” she says. “I’ve translated plenty of academic papers for colleagues. A novel would be a nice change. Especially one I actually enjoyed reading.”

“Gabby came to the country in her late teens,” Anya says, her hand brushing my elbow. “Same as me. Similar stories. We became friends not long after I started at West LA University.”

“The lonely immigrants club,” Gabby says with a laugh.

After a pause, Anya’s fingers rest lightly on my arm as she guides me farther into the living room. She introduces me to a blur of names and faces: professors from her department, a member of a writing group she used to attend, and someone’s husband who works in publishing. Everyone is polite, though I notice a few curious glances, as if they’re trying to figure out what exactly I am to her.

The wine keeps circulating, and the air buzzes with talk of books, research, and creative projects. I start to loosen up despite my earlier hesitation. These people aren’t as pretentious as I feared. Or maybe it’s just the wine working its magic.


CHAPTER 6
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"Let me show you around," Anya whispers after we've completed a full circuit of the living room. She pulls me up the stairs, away from the main gathering.

“This is the bathroom,” she announces, pushing open the door beside her bedroom with a dramatic sweep. “The famous quartz countertop.”

The bathroom is spacious for an apartment this old. The countertop gleams under recessed lighting, veins of gray and white threading through the polished surface. Paul did a great job. Anya runs her fingers over it, almost affectionately.

"It's beautiful, Walter," she says, her voice dropping to something more intimate. "Just what I wanted."

Before I can respond, she's closed the door behind us, the click of the lock unnaturally loud in the small space.

"What are you doing?" I ask, though I know exactly what she's doing as she steps closer, backing me against the counter.

"Thanking you properly," she murmurs. Her mouth finds mine, her kiss tasting of wine and something spicier. Her hands slide under my shirt, cool against my warm skin.

I respond without thinking, my hands settling on her hips, pulling her closer. The bathroom suddenly feels too small and definitely too hot. She makes a soft noise against my mouth that sends blood rushing south.

Her hands slide under my shirt, her nails brushing softly against my stomach. I let out a grunt, and she smiles against my neck. The scent of her perfume fills the air—fresh and citrusy, blending with the warmth of her skin.

She nudges me back, both gentle and insistent, until the edge of the countertop presses against my thighs. I can't help but wonder if she's about to make me sit on it. It’s a ridiculous thought, given what the countertop is meant for.

Instead, she presses her body against mine, fitting perfectly along my frame. Her lips glide down my jaw as her fingers deftly work to unbutton my shirt.

It's strange how the lively party goes on just a few steps below us, creating a stark contrast with the bright lighting and the hard quartz countertop under me. But this difference only adds to the excitement of the moment, making it even more tempting.

"You look a little nervous, landlord," she teases, her lips brushing against my earlobe. "And I find you adorable when you're anxious."

Adorable? That’s new. “I’m not nervous,” I reply. “It’s just that there are guests around.”

“Forget about them,” she says with a smile. “They’re having a good time, and so are we.”

Her hand glides up to my chest, fingers spreading wide, sensing my heartbeat pounding like a trapped creature.

My hands act on their own and reach behind her to the zipper at the back of her dress. I hesitate, but she arches her back in invitation. The zipper moves with the quietest rasp, and the fabric slips off her shoulders. She’s wearing a black strapless bra, nothing else between it and her skin. I catch my breath at the sight of her cleavage, remembering what I did with it the last time.

She doesn’t give me time to gawk. She pulls my shirt off entirely and tosses it onto the closed toilet seat, then, with surprising strength, pushes me down so I’m half-sitting, half-leaning on the countertop. She kisses me again, harder this time, and I feel her hands working at my belt.

I can stop her if I want, but I let her take the lead. Partly because I don’t know what else to do, and partly because I’m eager to see what she’s about to do. I would like to have her mouth on me again. Her hands are skillful. My pants are unzipped and open before I know it, and she slides her palm over the front of my boxers. I can’t bite back the low groan that escapes me.

Anya kneels, and my heart pounds like a drum in my chest. Excitement surges as I meet her gaze, but a flicker of panic darts through my mind. Getting caught in such a compromising position with a tenant can’t bode well for business, can it? What if someone walks in? What if the bathroom door isn’t as sturdy as it appears? But then her hands are on me, and all rational thought vanishes.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispers as she gazes up at me, her eyes filled with longing. Her hands keep moving, unhurried, almost reverent in one minute, while urgent and playful in the next. The combination of sensation and surprise makes my knees wobble.

“I’ve missed you, too,” I confess as I grip the edge of the countertop, trying not to let my legs buckle.

This encourages her. She smirks, tightens her grasp and quickens her pace. I grunt, and can’t help but thrust into her hands. Strands of hair loosen from her vigorous movement, and her bra slowly slides down.

My eyes fall onto the valley of her perky breasts, recalling the cushiony sensation they offered the last time. My cock jolts at the memory of my semen splashing on her beautiful body and I have to bite back the urge to come.

Anya stops and stands, eyes glittering. While I’m still catching my breath, she presses herself against me, her dress now pooled around her waist, her legs bare and cool against mine. She fumbles with her own bra clasp, and it drops to the floor, revealing firm, perfect breasts with rose-colored nipples already hard. I reach for them, unable to resist, and she lets out a sigh that vibrates through my chest.

We’re not even properly undressed, but there is a kind of urgent inevitability to the way she hoists herself up onto the countertop, hitching her skirt up as she does. She pulls me close, and kisses me again.

“I need you inside me, Walter,” she murmurs into my ear, as if her intentions weren’t already crystal clear.

“I know,” I reply, lacking a better response. My fingers find her panties, which are little more than strings. The small piece of fabric is soaked through. Groaning softly, I manage to pull them off her.

Once she’s free of that barrier, Anya wraps her legs around my hips. I guide myself to her center, which is invitingly open, and slide up and down her slick slit. She moans, moving against me as if trying to coax me closer. Before long, the tip of my cock finds its way into her entrance, slipping into her warmth as if it were meant to be. The moment we connect, I mutter a satisfying curse, momentarily forgetting every concern I’ve ever had about neighbors, parties, or even the meaning of life.

I thrust into her inviting, silky walls. She is eager yet resistant at the same time. I’m stuck halfway, watching her face twist with a mix of lust and apology.

“You’re too big, landlord,” she jokes, a playful glint in her eyes. “My toys aren’t comparable.”

Toys? Fuck me. I can’t help but picture Anya, or Professor Petrov, sprawled on her bed, lost in pleasure with a dildo. The thought makes my cock twitch, and I catch the widening of her eyes. “Let’s try something else.”

She releases her grip on me and leans back, propping herself up with her hands. With a graceful movement, she raises her pelvis, revealing her beautiful pink pussy. I don’t hesitate to stroke her ripe sex, feeling her silky folds beneath my fingers as I tease her swollen clit.

I watch as her eyes darken with arousal, her wetness pooling as she arches her back, her firm breasts begging for attention. I lean in, taking each nipple into my mouth, making them round and hard. Her moans are sweet music, praising my skills.

I could go on forever, relishing the way she writhes under my touch. She feels different now; the commanding woman has melted away, leaving behind a compliant creature. I’m eager to plunge into her, fulfilling her desire, but I hold back. I tease her with my tongue and fingers, drawing out her pleasure until she gasps, “Enough, Walter. I need you, now.”

I know what she wants, but I don’t give it to her yet. Instead, I thrust a finger into her heat. She whimpers, her pleasure mingled with a hint of annoyance. “Stop teasing me, Walter,” she says, frustration lacing her voice.

I raise an eyebrow, still refusing to relent. “Say please, Anya.”

She narrows her eyes at me. “You’re being silly.” I shrug and swirl my fingers along her walls. She curses under her breath. “Fuck me, Walter,” she pleads. “Please.”

I chuckle softly. “You look adorable when you’re horny, Anya.” With a grunt, I thrust into her for the second time, this time all the way to the hilt. Anya lets out a groan loud enough for her guests to hear from the living room. The noise hushes for a moment, followed by low murmurs and snickers. Everyone knows what’s happening, without a doubt. I hesitate, glancing at Anya, but she shows no sign of concern. “Don’t stop,” she whispers. “Please.”

I happily oblige her request, continuing our not-so-secret rendezvous. I plunge into her with pent-up energy, while Anya becomes unrestrained, surrendering to her edging desire as she meets me thrust for thrust.

Tension coils within me as my hips thrust like a propeller, driving deeper into Anya. Her inner muscles clench around me, and I can feel her heels digging into my back, urging me on.

“There, harder, yes, yes!” she cries out.

And just like that, the dam bursts. My desire surges forth, hot and abundant, merging with her like a tidal wave crashing onto the shore. I collapse against her, panting, our bodies still entwined. We linger in this intimate embrace for a heartbeat, until a knock at the door interrupts us.

“Anya?” Gabby calls from the hallway, followed by another knock. “Some people are leaving and want to say goodbye.”

Anya pulls back, her lips swollen and her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Just a minute,” she replies, her voice remarkably steady.

She quickly puts on her dress and smooths her hair, regaining her poise. Before unlocking the door, she glances back at me with a playful smile. “Well, that was fun, Mr. Landlord. But we should definitely do it on the bed next time.”

With that, she steps out, leaving me leaning against the cool quartz countertop, breathless and trying to steady my racing heart. Next time? Hell Yes.


CHAPTER 7
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The sand gives way beneath my feet as I jog along the shore. Santa Monica beach stretches before me like an empty canvas, the morning sun painting shadows across its surface. I gulp in the salty air, feeling alive for the first time in days. My lungs burn with each breath, reminding me how long it's been since I last kept up this habit. Night owls like me aren't meant for dawn patrols, but there's something about this hour that makes me wonder if I've been getting it wrong all these years.

The waves crash in gentle rhythm to my left, foaming white at the edges before receding back into the vast blue. A few early risers dot the shoreline. An elderly couple walking hand in hand. A woman in a wetsuit paddling out on her surfboard. A man throwing a tennis ball for his golden retriever. They all seem to understand something I've been missing while hunched over my keyboard at midnight, chasing words that come easier in darkness.

I check my watch. A quarter past seven. The day is still young, full of possibility. My breath comes in short bursts now. I'm not as fit as I was when I taught high school and had to keep up with teenagers all day. Back then, I'd sometimes jog during lunch breaks, using the school track when it was empty. Now I'm lucky if I lace up my running shoes once a week.

It's difficult to maintain any routine when you're a night person. After sunset is when my creativity flourishes, when the noise of the day has settled and I can finally hear my own thoughts. That's when the words flow onto the page without resistance. But perhaps I've been too rigid. This beach in the morning is something special, something worth adjusting for.

The air tastes cleaner somehow. Fewer people means fewer cars, less exhaust, less of the general human commotion that builds throughout the day. The light hits differently too, gentler, more honest, before the harsh noon sun flattens everything out. I make a decision as I turn around and head back toward Seaview Villas. I'll try this again tomorrow. Maybe the discipline of morning writing could replace my nocturnal habits.

By the time I reach the villas, sweat has soaked through my shirt and my calves ache pleasantly. The Spanish-style buildings look different in this light, the stucco walls glowing warm against the blue sky. I inherited this place from my father three years ago, and sometimes I still feel like a visitor rather than the owner.

After a shower that washes away the salt and sand, I make a cup of coffee in the French press, the good stuff I save for mornings when I need the extra motivation. I sit at my small kitchen table with toast and eggs, pulling out my copy of Tom Jones. I've been reading it slowly, savoring it only during meals, so I'm just halfway through.

Tom’s been thrown out of Paradise Hall—banished by Allworthy after Blifil’s lies about drinking and fighting. Poor bastard. He’s lost Sophia too, thanks to that pompous hypocrite, and now she’s being pushed toward Blifil of all people. So Tom wanders the countryside, heartbroken but still somehow decent, still chasing trouble and women in equal measure.

I can’t help laughing at Fielding’s sharp eye for human folly. Some things never change, and that’s why the classics last.

I rinse my coffee mug in the sink, shifting mental gears from reader to landlord. Paul finished remodeling Unit 5, Anya's old apartment, two days ago. I put an ad on RentalHaven yesterday and should check for inquiries. The unit should rent quickly. It's summer, prime moving season, and the location is excellent.

I open my laptop and log in, expecting to see at least twenty messages from interested parties. Instead, I frown at the number next to my inbox. Only two? That can't be right. I click through to the listing to see what might be wrong.

Ah. There it is. The note I conscientiously included: "Note: This unit shares a wall with the neighboring apartment. Some light noise from next door (baby crying occasionally) can be heard at times."

Honesty is my policy, but it's clearly costing me potential renters. I consider deleting the line but decide against it. Better to be upfront than deal with angry tenants later. There have to be people out there who aren't bothered by a baby's occasional crying. Not everyone is as finicky as Anya.

The thought of Anya sends an unexpected wave of lust through me. It's been just two days since our encounter in her bathroom, but my body still responds to the memory with embarrassing eagerness. I can recall the tangy smell of fresh grout and the burning cold of the quartz countertop against my palms as she pushed herself against me. Her breathy thank you for my gift took on a whole new meaning.

I shake my head, forcing myself back to the task at hand. The first inquiry is from someone named Todd, asking if the rent is negotiable. The second is from a woman named Maddy, requesting to see the place this afternoon. I respond positively to both, telling Todd I have some flexibility on price and scheduling Maddy for two in the afternoon.

With the landlord duties handled, I close the browser window and open my manuscript. I find the chapter of my time-travel novel that needs serious work. My protagonist, Peter, has just arrived in 1980s Seattle, hoping to find out how his parents met, and maybe understand why it all went wrong. The premise probably says too much about my own regrets, but fiction is where I work through the what-ifs that never stop echoing.

I work straight for three hours, getting up only to refill my water glass or grab a quick sandwich for lunch. The creative surge carries me through multiple pages of revisions. In this flow state, I forget that I'm a forty-year-old landlord with no publishing credits to my name. I'm just a writer, doing what I was meant to do.

The intercom buzzes, yanking me from the eighties back to the present. I glance at the clock. Two o’clock already? I answer reluctantly, hearing a young woman's voice through the background noise of traffic.

"Hi, I'm here about the apartment for rent? We had an appointment."

I rub my eyes, attempting to shift mental gears again. "Right. Come on up. I'll let you in."

The creative spell is broken. Back to being a landlord.

I unlock the gate to let the visitor in, instructing her to come to my unit first. When I open the door and stand face-to-face with the young woman on my threshold, my heart performs an unwelcome acrobatic routine. She is beautiful in a way that strikes me as both new and hauntingly familiar. Her smile, wide and confident, freezes slightly as our eyes meet. I know her from somewhere, but my brain refuses to make the connection.

The woman's mouth falls open. "Oh my God! Mr. Haines!"

That voice instantly dislodges something buried deep in my memory. A classroom at Whitman High. The persistent visitor during my office hours for nearly three months straight. Blue eyes, dark hair, and long slender legs stretched to the edge of my desk as she asked questions about Sylvia Plath that were far beyond the curriculum.

"Madison?" I mutter, disbelief coating each syllable. "What are you doing here?"

She grins, revealing the same perfect teeth I remember, though the braces are long gone. "I'm here to see the apartment. I got your email this morning. You told me to come."

"Oh. You are Maddy, of course." I find myself suddenly bereft of words, my vocabulary shrunk to the size of a pebble. "What a coincidence."

"Yeah. Small world!" she says, her smile returning full force. "So can I see the unit?"

"Of course," I mutter. "Just a minute. Let me get the key."

I retreat to my apartment, closing the door perhaps a bit too firmly behind me. In the sanctuary of my living room, I try to think. What am I going to do? I can't let Madison live here. She's brilliant, one of the few students who actually loved literature for its own sake. But she was also somewhat obsessive. About me.

Her persistent office visits had been flattering at first, then concerning. I recall that impulsive kiss she planted on my cheek, which led to my decision to avoid her. I had requested that she email her questions instead of visiting in person. She never did.

I retrieve the key to Unit 5 from the hook by the door, strengthening my resolve. I'll just tell her about the baby noise. Emphasize it. Make it sound unbearable. No one wants to live next to a noisy infant, especially a college student.

When I step back outside, the afternoon light illuminates Madison's new look. She's no longer the slender girl I remember. Her body has filled out with womanly curves, her dark straight hair now styled in layers that frame her face. She's wearing makeup that makes her blue eyes pop, giving her a much more mature appearance than the fresh-faced sophomore who once lingered after class to discuss literature.

She must be around twenty-one or twenty-two now. She was always bright, good enough for any Ivy League school, but her mind had been set on Berkeley. She got accepted, of course, and left Whitman a year before I did.

"So, how have you been, Mr. Haines, or should I call you Landlord?" Madison asks as we walk across the courtyard toward Unit 5. Her voice carries that same teasing lilt I remember, playful on the surface but with something more complicated underneath.

I clear my throat, annoyed at the warmth spreading through my midsection. This girl is trouble. What does she want? Is it really a coincidence that she's here, looking at my property, or did she somehow know?

"I love you, Mr. Haines." The memory of those words crashes over me again. They had been followed by that impulsive kiss. I had seen it coming but was still caught off guard when her lips pressed against my cheek, lingering a second too long. I recall vividly how I responded.

I had maintained my composure, though my heart raced treacherously. I told her coldly that she didn't know what love was, that her feelings were a product of her age and our intellectual connection, nothing more. I told her she had to leave my office. Her face had turned red, and then tears brimmed in her eyes before she rushed out the door.

That was the last time she ever visited my office. She continued in my class, sitting in the back row, her hand no longer shooting up to answer every question. Her essays remained brilliant, but the spark was gone. I had extinguished it.

I felt terrible about making her cry. But what could I have done? Such a relationship was forbidden, and the girl was only sixteen. It was the end of her sophomore year. I did the right thing, but it didn't feel good. It still doesn't.


CHAPTER 8
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As I open the door to Unit 5, I search for a neutral topic. "How was Berkeley?" I ask. "Did you graduate on time?" I step aside to let Madison enter first, careful not to watch her too closely as she crosses the threshold.

Madison runs her fingertips along the wall as she walks in. "I didn't like Berkeley," she says, turning to face me. "I transferred back to UCLA in my freshman year. So my graduation is delayed a bit. I'll graduate next year."

"I see." I'm surprised. Madison was ambitious and had turned down UCLA specifically for Berkeley. She'd written her college application essay on Joan Didion, arguing that the writer's Berkeley years had shaped her voice in ways that wouldn't have happened elsewhere. Madison had been so certain. "UCLA is a good school."

She shrugs, glancing around the empty living room. "Not as good as Berkeley."

"I thought you didn't like it there," I say, confused by her contradictory statements.

"The school is great. But I was just stressed out. And I missed Hailey, my sister." She walks toward the kitchen, her shoes clicking on the hardwood floors.

Right. Madison spoke to me about her sister quite often during those office hour visits. Their parents were divorced, and she and Hailey lived with their mother's new family. Madison had mentioned feeling like an outsider in her own home, finding refuge in books and school.

"Didn't your sister also go to UCLA?" I ask, following her at a safe distance.

"Yes. She graduated last year. She convinced me to go there eventually." Another shrug, dismissive of what I know was once a major life decision for her.

"Again, it's a good school," I say, trying to make her feel better about her choice. I remember how important academic prestige was to sixteen-year-old Madison.

We move through the apartment slowly. The Spanish colonial revival style is evident in every room. Arched doorways separate the living room from the dining area. The kitchen has terra cotta floor tiles that Paul insisted on keeping during the renovation. The bathroom features decorative blue and yellow tiles around the mirror. High ceilings with exposed wooden beams add character to the bedroom. The windows are large but framed with thick stucco walls, keeping the interior cool even on hot summer days.

"This place was built in the 1930s," I explain, emphasizing its age. "The electrical has been updated, but it's still old fashioned. Not like those modern apartments with open floor plans and stainless steel appliances." I'm hoping the dated charm might be a turnoff for a young woman used to contemporary comforts.

Madison trails her hand along the bedroom doorframe, a smile playing at her lips. "I like it old," she says, her eyes meeting mine. "I like old things. Old songs, old movies, older men..." She lets the sentence hang between us, a hook I refuse to bite.

I chuckle, sounding forced even to my own ears, while inwardly cursing. It was something she had said to me before, during one of our discussions about literature. She had claimed to prefer Fitzgerald to any contemporary author because, as she put it, "there's something about the past that's just more romantic."

I pray silently for the baby next door to cry, to punctuate this moment with a reminder of why this apartment would be inconvenient. But no such luck. The neighboring unit remains suspiciously quiet.

"I mentioned in the listing that there might be occasional baby crying noise," I say, moving back toward the living room window that faces the neighboring unit. "The walls between the units aren't as soundproof as modern construction."

Madison nods, trailing behind me. "I know, and I don't mind. I'm used to noises. The apartment I share with my roommate has plenty—loud music, couples fighting, having sex, car alarms... you name it." She leans against the window sill, the sunlight haloing her dark hair. "Baby noise is nothing. I know how to handle it."

Damn. I curse silently. I can't let her move in. Madison is dangerous. She's a temptress, skilled at drawing out my darker impulses. I wasn't a saint when she was my student. I had fantasized about her, especially after she told me she loved me. Those short plaid skirts she wore, just above the knee. The way she'd bend right in front of my desk, ostensibly to tie her shoelaces or pick up something she'd probably intentionally dropped on the floor.

Yes, I'd caught glimpses of her panties. And I'd had the urge to spank the naughty girl, to teach her a lesson about appropriate boundaries. But I never acted on those dirty fantasies. I'd maintained my self-control, redirected those thoughts, and remained professional.

But now, standing next to Madison in an empty apartment that I own, her fruity perfume clouding my judgment, I feel that same forbidden attraction threatening to undermine my fortress of propriety. I can't lose it.

Why not? A treacherous voice whispers in my head. She isn't your student anymore. Neither is she underage. She's an adult woman, and judging by her comments, still willing...

Stop it. I take a deep breath, forcing myself to look at the view through the window instead of at Madison. The girl is trouble. She always has been. I need to keep my distance, maintain control, remember who I am supposed to be.

I bring up what I hope will make Madison think twice about renting the apartment.

"The closet space is limited," I say, gesturing toward the bedroom. "Modern wardrobes probably won't fit. And there's no central air conditioning, just the wall unit in the living room."

Madison steps away from the window and moves toward me, close enough that I can smell her shampoo. “It seems pretty spacious to me,” she says, glancing around and looking pleased. “I love the simplicity.”

"Are you going to share it with someone?" I ask, gesturing at the modest space around us. "The rent isn't cheap, and you're still in college." I try to sound concerned rather than discouraging, but I'm not sure I succeed.

"I am," she says, nodding. "With Hailey."

Of course. I should have guessed. I nod slowly, searching for another angle. "Is she working?"

"She is," Madison says, leaning against the kitchen counter with casual confidence. "Don't worry, we both can afford the rent."

I shrug to hide my embarrassment at questioning her finances. "Just making sure you're aware of the cost. I'm sure there are more affordable places near Westwood."

"I know," Madison says. Her blue eyes meet mine directly, unflinching. "I've lived around there for two years. Palms, Culver City, Hollywood... I don't want cheap places anymore. I want to live near the beach. Santa Monica is perfect. Not too far from campus, and close to Hailey's workplace."

Damn. She sounds like she's set her mind on the place. I'm running out of excuses.

"Are you sure it isn't too small for the two of you? I mean, it's a one-bedroom..."

Madison straightens up, her expression shifting from patient to annoyed. "Mr. Haines," she says, "it sounds like you don't want to rent me the place. Why?"

Her directness catches me off guard, though it shouldn't. She was always sharp as a tack, never one to dance around an issue. I hesitate, scrambling for a response that won't reveal my true concerns.

"Not at all, Madison," I say finally. "I'd be delighted to have you here. It's just that as a landlord, I have to make sure you can afford the place."

"Like I said, I can." Madison takes a small checkbook from her purse, a surprisingly old-fashioned accessory for someone her age. "In fact, I'll give you a deposit right now."

My jaw drops slightly. This isn't how this was supposed to go. "You don't have to do it now," I say quickly. "Go home and think about it. Talk it over with your sister..."

"No, I would like to pay you now." She clicks her pen, poised to write. "Hailey says wherever I pick, she wouldn't mind."

"Okay, then," I say, despite knowing I'm making a terrible mistake. The words feel like betrayal in my mouth. "The place is yours."

Madison's face breaks into a radiant smile, and before I can step back, she throws herself at me, hooking her arms around my neck in a swift hug. Her cheek presses against mine for a brief moment, and she plants a light kiss there, just as she did five years ago in my office.

"Guess what?" she whispers, her breath warm against my ear. "I love you, Mr. Haines."

I freeze, not daring to move. But she pulls away quickly, laughing at my stunned expression.

"Relax," she says, writing out the check. "That was a joke. Sort of."

I don't know what to say to that, so I focus on practical matters. "We should go to my place to sign the rental agreement."

We walk back across the courtyard to my unit. The late afternoon sun casts long shadows, and a cool breeze from the ocean reminds me why properties in this location command such high rents. Madison follows me inside, her eyes scanning my living space with obvious curiosity.

"So this is where you live," she says, taking in the bookshelves that line my walls, the worn leather armchair by the window, the laptop open on my desk with my manuscript still visible on screen.

"Yes," I say, shuffling through papers on my desk for the rental agreement. "I've lived here for only three years, after I inherited the property from my dad."

Madison picks up a framed photo of my father and me standing in front of Seaview Villas, taken just a few years before he passed. "You look like him," she says softly.

I find the paperwork and gesture toward the small dining table. "Have a seat. We just need to fill this out."

As she sits and begins reading the agreement, I notice how different she looks from the teenager I knew. There's a composure to her now, a centered quality that was only hinted at before. She's still intense, still direct, but there's something more measured about her presence.

Before she signs, she looks up at me. "You haven't even asked what my major is."

The question catches me off guard. "What is it?"

"English." A small smile curls at the corners of her mouth. "Literary studies, specifically."

I remember that she wasn't sure what to major in back in high school. She was smart and did well in all subjects, including science and math. Several teachers had tried to steer her toward STEM fields, arguing they offered better career prospects.

"You helped me set my goal straight," she continues, her pen hovering over the signature line. "Those after-school office hour visits really enlightened me. I know you thought I was just there to flirt, and maybe I was, partly. But I was also trying to figure out what I loved."

I don't know what to say to this revelation. "I'm not sure I deserve your thanks," I manage finally. "I quit teaching. Abandoned the profession."

"It doesn't matter," Madison says, signing her name neatly. "I'm still grateful for what you did for me." She looks up, her expression suddenly serious. "And I want to apologize for giving you a hard time back then. For letting my teenage hormones ruin our relationship. I know it made things awkward."

I shake my head, surprised by her maturity. "Don't worry about it. It was a long time ago."

"So we're good?" She hands me the signed agreement and the deposit check. "Fresh start?"

"Fresh start," I agree, taking the papers.

Madison stands, gathering her purse. "I'll move in within a week. Hailey and I don't have much furniture, so it shouldn't take long."

I walk her to the door, still trying to process everything that's happened in the last hour. The student who once made me uncomfortable with her crush is now going to be my tenant. The universe has a strange sense of humor.

"See you soon, Mr. Haines," she says, emphasizing my last name as she steps outside.

I stand in the doorway long after she's gone, stunned and trying to convince myself I'm not dreaming. The deposit check in my hand feels real enough, though. Madison Walker is coming back into my life, and I have no idea if this is the beginning of a disaster or something entirely unexpected.


CHAPTER 9
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I twist the screwdriver on the loose hinge of the driveway gate, oddly satisfied by the way the metal bites into the screw head. The morning sun filters through the bougainvillea, scattering bits of light across my hands. There’s something calming about these small repairs around the property. I could call Paul, the handyman, but why bother? These little jobs save me some money, yes, but they also spare me from the silence of my apartment and the blinking cursor on my laptop that’s been mocking me since dawn.

The hinge gives a satisfying squeak as I test it, then falls silent after I apply a few drops of oil from the small can at my feet. One more item checked off my landlord to-do list. Sometimes I wonder if my father felt this same quiet pleasure in maintenance, if he also preferred the tangible victories of fixing things over the abstract rewards of writing. Probably not. He was always running away from responsibilities, not toward them.

I've moved on to the garden lamps, replacing a burned-out bulb, when the gate at the front of the villas swings open. Weekend visitors aren't uncommon at Seaview Villas, but the burst of laughter that follows is unmistakable. Anya's laugh has a musical quality that carries across the courtyard, followed by another voice, slightly lower, with a trace of an accent. Gabby.

They step into view, both windblown from the beach, carrying paper cups and small bags that likely contain breakfast pastries. Anya wears a loose white linen shirt that catches the breeze, tucked into soft high-waisted pants that flatter her figure. Her dark blonde hair is pulled back in a messy bun, with strands escaping around her face.

Gabby looks equally casual but somehow more deliberate in her style—a pale blue cotton dress that falls just below her knees, a thin cardigan draped over her shoulders, and sandals that wrap around her ankles. Her brown hair is shorter than Anya's, cut in a bob that frames her face.

"Good morning, Mr. Landlord," Anya calls out, her gray eyes crinkling at the corners. "Or, should I call you, Mr. Handyman?”

I chuckle, resisting the heat aroused by the memory of our last encounter. I straighten up, wiping my hands on my faded jeans. "Just taking care of the small stuff. How was the beach?"

"Glorious," Gabby says, her accent softening the word into something that sounds like a sigh. "The water was too cold for swimming, but perfect for walking."

"You should have joined us," Anya adds, giving me a once-over that makes me suddenly conscious of my worn T-shirt and the smudge of dirt I can feel on my cheek.

"Actually, I was there earlier," I say. "Around six. I try to jog before the crowds show up."

Both women raise their eyebrows, exchanging a glance that seems to contain a private conversation.

"Six in the morning? On a Saturday?" Anya sounds impressed. "I can barely find my coffee maker at that hour."

Gabby nods. "Perhaps we should join your morning run instead. I've been telling Anya I need more exercise."

"You should," I say, screwing the lamp cover back in place. "It gives me energy for the whole day."

"Energy," Anya repeats, a slight smirk playing on her lips. "Well, I do love a man with energy."

Gabby laughs softly. "Yes, energy is... very important."

I know exactly what they're alluding to, but I just chuckle and turn my attention back to the lamp. I'm not skilled at this kind of banter, especially with two women who are both intimidatingly intelligent and attractive. My face feels warm, and I'm grateful for the excuse to look away.

"We're going to have our breakfast," Anya says. "See you around, Walter."

I nod, watching as they walk toward Anya's unit, their heads tilted toward each other in conversation. I return to my task list, moving on to checking the sprinkler system near the garden area. The morning air is still cool, but it won't be long before the California sun turns the day uncomfortably warm.

I'm kneeling by the control panel when I hear footsteps approaching again. Anya and Gabby have returned, now carrying their breakfast and coffee to the patio table in the central courtyard.

"Walter," Anya calls out. "Come join us."

I stand up, brushing dirt from my knees. "Thanks, but I already ate."

"Not for food," Gabby says, her voice carrying a hint of amusement. "For conversation. Unless you are too busy with your... sprinklers?"

The way she says "sprinklers" makes it sound like I'm engaged in something far more interesting than routine maintenance. I hesitate, then decide the sprinklers can wait.

"I can take a break," I say, walking over to their table. I remain standing, leaning against the nearby tree. "What are we discussing?"

"We were just debating the merits of French versus Russian literature," Anya says, breaking a croissant in half. "Gabby thinks the French are unmatched in their psychological insights."

Gabby nods, stirring her coffee. "The Russians have their passion, their grand themes of redemption and suffering, yes. But the French... they understand the human heart in all its contradictions."

"The French are too concerned with form," Anya counters. "Style over substance. Russians go deeper into the soul."

"Proust," Gabby says, as if the name alone is an argument.

"Dostoevsky," Anya replies with equal conviction.

They both look at me expectantly. I shift my weight, suddenly feeling like I'm back in a faculty lounge debate.

"I think they both have their strengths," I say carefully. "The Russians excel at moral questioning, at putting their characters through trials that reveal character. The French are more... nuanced, perhaps. More concerned with the small moments that reveal larger truths."

Anya tilts her head, considering. "Not bad, Professor Haines. A diplomatic answer,” she says with a playful smile.

I roll my eyes and keep my mouth shut.

"Not just diplomatic," Gabby adds. "Perceptive. Which do you prefer in your own reading?"

"I go through phases," I admit. "After teaching literature to bored teenagers for years, I needed a break. But I find myself drawn back to it now. I’m reading Tom Jones."

Their mouths fall open for a moment before both dissolve into laughter.

“Of course you are,” Anya manages between giggles. “A very... spirited choice.”

Gabby leans forward, eyes glinting with mischief. “So, you prefer your classics bawdy and adventurous, Mr. Haines?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Is there another kind?”

Anya waves her croissant at me. “A novel of seduction and scandal—how appropriate for the landlord of Seaview Villas.”

“I regret mentioning it already,” I mutter, though I can’t help smiling. “It’s not all seduction. Fielding understood hypocrisy—moral and social. He saw how people pretend to be virtuous while chasing their own desires.”

“Still sounds like a book about desire,” Gabby says lightly.

“Every book worth reading is,” I reply before I can stop myself.

That earns a thoughtful look from Anya, and something curious flickers behind her eyes. Gabby smiles into her coffee cup, as if she knows more than she lets on.

They tease me a bit longer, the air warm with laughter and the faint scent of roses from the courtyard garden. For a moment, it feels less like a debate about literature and more like something else entirely, a conversation that’s about passion without saying the word.

Eventually, the subject drifts elsewhere, but I can feel their amusement lingering, like the taste of strong coffee at the back of my throat.

"Speaking of literature," Gabby says, glancing at Anya. "We were also discussing your book."

My book. It still surprises me when anyone refers to my self-published memoir as "my book," as if it belongs in the same conversation as the giants we were just discussing.

"The Father Who Got Away," Anya says. "We can't decide if it's more Russian or French in spirit."

I laugh, genuinely amused. "I'm pretty sure it's just American. Californian, even."

"No, no," Gabby insists. "It has elements of both traditions. Anya thinks it's more Russian."

Anya nods, leaning forward. "The exploration of guilt, the longing for connection with a distant father figure, the search for redemption. These are deeply Russian themes. There's a soulfulness to your writing that reminds me of Turgenev."

My throat tightens at the comparison. Turgenev is one of my favorites, though I'd never presume to place myself anywhere near his league.

"But the psychological realism," Gabby counters, "the quiet melancholy, the subtle sensuality in the descriptions of California landscapes. These are hallmarks of French literature. The way you observe small human interactions, the precision of your language..." She makes a chef's kiss gesture. "Very French."

I run a hand through my hair, feeling simultaneously flattered and fraudulent. "Are we still talking about my book? Because it sounds like you're describing something much better than what I wrote."

"This is exactly what I told you," Anya says to Gabby, ignoring my self-deprecation. "He doesn't realize how good his writing is."

"It's common with true artists," Gabby agrees. "They never see their own talent clearly."

"I appreciate the kind words," I say, "but I'm hardly an artist. I wrote that book because I needed to make sense of my relationship with my father. It was therapy more than art."

"The best literature often is," Anya says.

"Which is why it deserves a wider audience," Gabby adds, her eyes lighting up. "Walter, I have news. I've already translated the first chapter into French."

I blink at her in surprise. "You have?"

"Of course. I told you at the party that I would, non?"

"Well, yes, but..." I trail off, not wanting to admit I thought she was just making polite conversation. "I didn't realize you meant so soon."

"When I make a promise, I keep it," she says with a slight lift of her chin. "I found your book... compelling. The translation came easily."

"I would love to read it," I say, feeling a strange flutter of excitement. "Though my French is extremely rusty. I took a year in high school and another in college, but never really used it."

"You'll remember more than you think," Gabby assures me. "And where you struggle, I can help. Reading your own words in another language might give you new insights into your work."

"It's like seeing yourself in a different mirror," Anya adds.

The idea is both appealing and terrifying. My memoir is deeply personal—stories about my father that I've never shared with anyone except through the safety of prose. Reading it in French somehow feels like it would make those revelations new again, more exposing.

"I'd be honored to read your translation," I say finally. "Thank you for taking the time."

Gabby waves away my thanks. "It was a pleasure. And perhaps, if you like the French version, we could discuss a German translation next. My German is not as strong as my French, but I have colleagues who could help."

"And I've already signed up for the Russian version," Anya reminds me.

I shake my head in disbelief. "My little book, in three languages? That seems..."

"Appropriate," Anya finishes for me. "Your exploration of father-son relationships and identity transcends culture."

Before I can respond, Gabby's phone rings. She glances at the screen and sighs.

"My daughter Emma," she explains, answering the call.

I quickly glance at her hand, and see no ring. Does it mean—?

"Oui, ma chérie... Oui, je n'ai pas oublié." Gabby covers the phone briefly. "She's reminding me we have plans to go shopping this afternoon."

After a brief conversation in French, she ends the call and stands up. "I must go. My daughter is in that phase where everything is an emergency." She gathers her things, then looks at me. "I will email you the translation tonight, Walter. And perhaps we could meet for coffee next week to discuss it? I have many questions about certain passages that would help me with the rest of the book."

"I'd like that," I say, surprised and a little flattered by her enthusiasm.

"Perfect. À bientôt, then." She kisses Anya on both cheeks. “But I’ll be back tomorrow. Emma stays with his dad.” She then gives me a warm smile before heading toward the gate.

Ah. That explains it. Divorced. I watch her go, quietly chiding myself for the little rush of relief that follows. Get a grip, Walter. Just because she’s interested in your writing doesn’t mean she’s interested in you.

I stand, gathering my tools, while Anya folds up the paper bags and tosses them in the trash. “You fixed the sprinklers too?” she asks.

“Yeah. Should be running fine now.”

“Let me help you with that,” she says, reaching for the toolbox before I can protest.

“You don’t have to—”

“I insist.” She flashes that smile of hers, the one that tells me arguing is pointless.

Together we walk toward the utility room tucked behind Units 3 and 4. The path is shaded, quieter. The hum of the laundry machines grows louder as we near the service area.

I unlock the door and push it open. The air inside is warm, carrying the scent of metal and detergent.

“Gabby is a great gal, you know,” Anya says suddenly, breaking into my thoughts as I set the toolbox on the counter. “Smart, beautiful, strong. Her ex was a fool to cheat on her.”

So that’s the story. “Must’ve been,” I say.

“He’s German,” she adds. “Gabby has a thing for Germans.”

I don’t know what to make of that. “Oh? Is that so?” My cheeks feel warm. Anya’s grey eyes stay on me, sharp and knowing. “Interesting.”

“She thinks they’re direct, open, and honest,” she says with a light chuckle.

“That’s unfortunate,” I reply, wondering what Gabby must’ve felt when she found out he’d cheated.

“Yeah,” Anya says. “A hard lesson. All men are the same—French, German, Russian, American.”

“Wait a minute,” I say, frowning. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“No man is monogamous by nature,” she says. “Am I wrong, Mr. Landlord?”

Damn. It’s all I can do not to look away. “Monogamy isn’t natural,” I admit after a pause.

She studies me for a moment, then smiles. “Very well, Mr. Haines. I like an honest man.”

I laugh softly. “Thank you.”

“Gabby’s translations have won awards. You’re lucky she wants to work on your book,” she says, changing the topic.

“I know,” I say, turning back to Anya. “I just never expected anyone to take my writing this seriously.”

Her gaze catches mine, holding it until the air feels heavier between us. “Maybe it’s time you did, Walter.” The way she says my name sends a flicker of heat down my spine. “You really don’t know how good you are.”

I can’t tell if she’s still discussing my book. Her gaze has drifted down to my waist. My own breathing grows increasingly pronounced in the stillness between us. Before I can gather my thoughts, Anya leans closer, wraps her arms around my neck, and presses her lips to mine.

I quickly check the door, ensuring it’s firmly closed before I deepen our kiss. I want to keep this moment just for us, free from any interruptions. I’ve missed Anya more than I care to admit, and I sense she feels the same magnetic pull. She likely followed me here with a purpose in mind. Her lips taste of coffee and an intriguing hint of something exotic. Before I know it, I’m pressing her against the stainless steel counter, savoring the warmth of her body. I trail kisses down her neck as I untuck her blouse, feeling her shiver beneath my touch. Anya lets out a soft moan and reaches for my belt, but I gently grasp her wrist to pause her. “No, Anya,” I say, my voice low. “It’s my turn.”

As much as I crave her hands and lips on me, I’ve longed to taste her. I pull away for just a moment, my fingers finding the button of her pants and swiftly working the zipper down. In an instant, the garment slips to the floor, leaving her in delicate lace panties. I can’t help but groan at the sight of her, shirt unbuttoned, the fabric barely concealing her desire. I clear the tools from the counter, making space, then lift her so she perches on the edge. I kiss her deeply while my fingers glide over her damp underwear. With a swift motion, I push it aside, burying my face between her legs.

I savor the tangy sweetness of her, listening to Anya’s muffled moans. My tongue dances over her slick folds, teasingly flicking against her clit. Her cries grow more urgent, filled with need. “Oh my God, Walter, please, I'm close. Make me come!”

I need no further encouragement. I quicken my pace, and as I see her cupping one breast, I reach for the other, pulling her bra down, watching her breasts bounce enticingly. I roll her nipple between my fingers, noticing the storm brewing in her eyes. “Fuck, Walter. Harder, yes, yes. Oh!”

She tenses, reaching her peak, freezing for a heartbeat before surrendering to bliss as a warm wave washes over me. I taste every drop, licking her clean, then rise to hold her in my arms, kissing her again, allowing her to savor her own desire.

We linger like that for a moment, wrapped in each other, before I let her go and hand her some paper napkins. She wipes herself and smiles, “Thank you, Walter, you’re the most romantic American I’ve been with.”

“No way,” I reply, though I’m undeniably flattered.

“Honestly, my love, you really don’t know how good you are,” she says huskily.

A laugh escapes me, bringing me back to the impulsive spark that ignited this encounter. I plant a kiss on her forehead. “If I’m good, you’re fantastic, baby.”

“Ooh, I like it when a man calls me baby.”

“Anytime, baby,” I say, helping her off the counter. “By the way, do you have a thing for counters?” I tease.

“Not that I’m aware of. But now that you mention it, yes, I think I’m officially into counters. Quartz, stainless steel, or even laminate—it might be my new kink.”

We share a laugh before leaning in for another kiss. “What are you going to do for the rest of the day?” she asks.

“Write,” I reply. “And you?”

“Not as lucky as you. I have to grade papers, do laundry, and then go grocery shopping,” she says with a sigh.

An idea strikes me, and without hesitation, I ask, “Want to have dinner with me?”

She pauses, a satisfied smile spreading across her face. “Are you asking me out?”

Damn. “I guess so,” I admit. After a moment of consideration, she responds, “Thanks, that’s tempting. I would love to. But I really need to work on my book.”

“That’s fine, another day,” I say.

“Wait a minute.” She pauses, considering. “You know what? The book can wait. I’ll have dinner with you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am. What time?”

“It’s up to you.”

“Okay, let me see.” She thinks for a moment. “What about six? And where are you going to take me?”

“I’m thinking the Ocean Garden. Does that work for you?”

“Perfect. I’ve heard good things about it. I’ve never been there and would love to try. So, I’ll meet you at the gate at six?”

“Sure,” I reply.

We share a brief kiss before stepping out of the utility room together.


CHAPTER 10
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I stand in front of my closet, sorting through hangers with an unfamiliar sense of anticipation. My fingers push past the faded t-shirts I usually wear around the villas, landing instead on a button-down I haven't touched in months. Dinner with Anya. The thought sends a small tremor through my hands as I pull the shirt free.

The navy cotton feels crisp against my skin as I button it up. Not too formal, but nicer than what I wear to shop for groceries or fix leaky faucets. I pair it with my best jeans, the ones without paint stains or worn knees. The outfit strikes a balance, suggesting I care without trying too hard.

I can't remember the last time I bothered with any of this. Actually, that's not true. It was with Sara, about four months ago. We went to that overpriced sushi place where the rolls had names longer than some of my students' essays. Wait, no. I mentally correct myself, pausing with one shoe half-on. It wasn't Sara. It was Charlotte. Time flies when you're hiding from your tenants and pretending to write.

The thought of Charlotte creates an uncomfortable weight in my chest. It's been over two weeks since I've heard from her. No calls, no texts about her life in New York or her plan of coming to LA. Nothing. I suppose that's that, then. Whatever spark we had during the dreamlike trip has burned itself out. I'd like to think she's just busy packing and getting ready to start a new life in LA, but I know better. People make time for what they want.

John's unit next door sits vacant, though he still has a couple of days left on his lease. Soon I'll need to decide whether to list it for rent. The logical part of my brain is already calculating potential rent increases, necessary repairs, the hassle of screening new tenants. I push these thoughts away. Later. Tonight isn't about landlord duties or absent almost-lovers.

Tonight is the beginning of something new. Maybe. Possibly. If I don't overthink it into oblivion before we even order appetizers.

I finish lacing up my shoes—comfortable but presentable leather ones that can handle the short walk to the restaurant without making me look like I'm about to lead a hiking expedition. In the bathroom, I run a comb through my hair, grateful for the recent haircut that tames my usually unruly mop. The face in the mirror looks surprisingly alive, eyes brighter than they've been in months.

The razor glides over my jaw, removing the stubble that's accumulated since morning. Little droplets of water cling to my skin when I finish, catching the light like tiny lenses. I look... good. Not like the disheveled hermit who shuffles around the villas avoiding interaction with tenants. I look like a man who might have something interesting to say. A man someone might want to have dinner with. A man that a beautiful, confident woman like Anya Petrov might want to date.

I chuckle. Date, huh? Is it a date or a casual dinner? I’ve never had dinner with Anya, or any other tenant. This has to be a date… because…because of the chemistry between us, and because of all those impulsive things we’ve been doing lately. At least that’s how I feel. What does Anya think? Date or casual dinner? Well, I guess I’ll find out soon.

A voice in the back of my head reminds me that dating a tenant is probably unwise. I've held back for two years because of this very concern. What if it goes badly? What if there are legal ramifications? What if she uses our relationship to get out of paying rent on time or demands more special treatment? The landlord-tenant dynamic is complicated enough without adding sex to the equation.

But then again, we've already added sex to the equation, haven't we? The utility room. The housewarming party. My living room. We've been circling each other like wary cats for two years, and now we've crossed a line that can't be uncrossed.

I shake my head, spraying a bit of cologne on my neck. For two years, I've let concern and caution and a misplaced sense of professionalism get in the way. Two years of noticing how her gray eyes flash when she's annoyed about a maintenance issue. Two years of watching her legs as she sashays to her unit. Two years of pretending I don't feel a tug of want every time she pronounces my name in that slightly accented way of hers.

The question is, am I really going to date this woman? Anya drives me crazy with her demands. I pause for a second. I could just keep it casual. But there's something magnetic about her confidence, about how she knows exactly what she wants and isn't afraid to ask for it, that makes me want more than casual.

Just recalling the way she begged in the utility room makes my body respond immediately. How her voice got breathier as she gripped the edge of the stainless steel counter. How she looked over her shoulder at me with those penetrating gray eyes, demanding more. I adjust myself, trying to regain focus. The last thing I need is to walk out with visible evidence of where my thoughts have wandered.

My phone chimes from the bedside table. It's Anya, telling me she's walking to the gate. Five minutes to six. She’s as eager as I am. I type a quick response, telling her I'm about to do the same.

I grab my wallet and keys, doing a final mental check before stepping out of my apartment. The evening air holds the lingering warmth of the day, carrying the salt tang from the nearby ocean. It feels good against my freshly-shaved face.

I reach the gate just as Anya is locking her front door. Good. I’m not a man who keeps women waiting.

Anya turns, and for a moment, I forget to breathe. She's wearing a little black dress with a low cut and wide straps that showcase her shoulders and cleavage. Her hair isn't pulled back in its usual practical style but falls freely around her face. A pair of teardrop garnet earrings dangle beside her neck, drawing attention to the elegant line of her throat.

I watch her walk toward me, a controlled sway in her hips that's almost hypnotic. Her legs seem even longer than usual, ending in a pair of stiletto heels that click softly against the pavement.

"You look gorgeous," I say as she reaches me, surprised by the steadiness in my voice.

Her lips curve into a smile. "You aren't too shabby yourself. I like your shirt."

"And I like the stilettos," I comment as we walk through the gate. She takes my arm, her fingers warm through the fabric of my sleeve.

"Thank you," she says. "I love high heels, but my job doesn't allow me the luxury. They'll kill me with hours of standing at the podium."

"I know what you mean." In my teaching days, comfort trumped style every time. I learned quickly that vanity has no place in a classroom where you're on your feet for six hours straight.

We take a few steps before I halt, suddenly concerned. "Would you rather me drive, Anya?" I ask, looking at her shoes with newfound worry.

She shakes her head, hair swinging with the movement. "No! Why? Because of my shoes? I can handle a block or two. What's the point of wearing these cute shoes without showing them off?"

I chuckle at her frankness. "Okay, just making sure."

"Thank you for being considerate, Walter," she says, her tone playful. "But I'm fine, really. Besides, you're a strong man. If I sprain my ankles, you'll give me a piggyback ride."

The image makes me laugh. "Of course," I respond, secretly pleased at the subtle compliment.

We walk side by side toward the restaurant, her arm hooked through mine like we've been doing this for years instead of minutes. The weight and warmth of her against me feels right in a way I haven't experienced in longer than I care to admit.

The walk to the restaurant unfolds like a postcard of coastal California. Palm trees line the sidewalk, their fronds rustling softly in the gentle breeze coming off the Pacific. The late afternoon sun paints everything in warm gold. Anya's perfume mingles with the salt air, creating a scent I already know I'll associate with this evening forever. Her arm stays linked with mine, our strides falling into a natural rhythm despite the height difference her heels create.

We pass boutique shops with their artfully arranged window displays, small groups of tourists taking photos, locals walking dogs that look more pampered than most children. Street performers dot corners, guitar cases open for tips. A violinist plays something classical that floats after us for half a block before being swallowed by distance and the ambient noise of early evening.

The beach comes into view as we round a corner, and the Pacific stretches out before us, vast and humbling. Even after three years of living here, the sight still catches in my chest. The shoreline curves gently, forming the familiar arc of Santa Monica Bay. Despite the late August heat that lingered throughout the day, the beach isn't crowded now. Just scattered groups enjoying the transition from day to evening.

Children build last-minute sandcastles before parents call them home for dinner. Couples walk along the water's edge, pants rolled up to avoid the gentle lapping waves. A few determined surfers catch final rides on modest swells, silhouetted against the orange-streaked horizon. Seagulls patrol for abandoned snacks, bold and unashamed in their scavenging.

I’m acutely aware of the stares we attract. Or rather, the stares Anya attracts. Men glance, then look away when they notice me beside her, as if calculating what qualities I might possess to be walking with someone who looks like that. Women give her the quick up-and-down scan that mixes admiration with competition. I feel an unfamiliar pride walking beside her, as if I’ve somehow won something without entering a contest.

"There it is," I say, pointing to a building ahead with a pagoda-style roof and red columns flanking the entrance. "Ocean Garden."

The restaurant stands out among the more modern structures surrounding it, deliberately leaning into an aesthetic that probably qualifies as cultural kitsch. Red paper lanterns hang from the eaves, swaying slightly in the ocean breeze. Twin stone lions guard the entrance, their features worn smooth by years of children climbing on them for photos. Gold characters above the door gleam in the fading sunlight.

"It's my favorite Chinese restaurant in town," I tell Anya.

"No kidding," she says, her eyes taking in the elaborate facade. "I can't wait to try it."

A hostess in a high-collared traditional qipao greets us with a practiced smile. She leads us through the main dining room with its circular tables and lazy Susans to an outdoor patio that I requested when making the reservation. Our table faces the ocean, the view framed by climbing jasmine vines that wind through the patio trellis.

"I didn't expect this," Anya says, genuine delight softening her usually composed features. "The view is magnificent."

We order a feast of seafood—steamed whole fish with ginger and scallions, salt and pepper shrimp in the shell, garlic eggplant, and some dim sum to start. While waiting for our food, conversation flows more easily than I expected.

"So you actually enjoy this weather?" Anya asks, sipping her jasmine tea. "No seasons, just perpetual sunshine and perfect temperatures?"

I laugh. "After living in Seattle for eight years, this feels like paradise. Rain for nine months straight wears on the soul."

"I understand. Sacramento has actual seasons, but summer stretches forever. The heat becomes oppressive by August." She looks out toward the darkening ocean. "I love LA. The weather, the culture, the diversity. But I miss my family. Video calls aren't the same as Sunday dinners around my mother's table."

"You're close with your family?" I ask, realizing how little I know about her personal life despite two years of landlord-tenant interactions.

"Very. My parents emigrated from Russia when I was ten. The adjustment was difficult for all of us, but it made us cling to each other." She tilts her head, studying me. "What about you? You mentioned Seattle."

"Born in California, but moved to Seattle with my mom after my parents divorced. I was ten." The parallel isn't lost on me. "Hated every minute of it. The rain, the constant gray. It felt like the sky was pressing down on us all the time."

"So you came back as soon as you could?"

"For college. Then teaching. Then..." I gesture vaguely. "Inheriting the apartments."

Our food arrives, steaming plates arranged by servers who move with skilled efficiency. Anya tells me stories between bites about her students, their comical misunderstandings of Russian literature, their earnest papers filled with insights both brilliant and absurd. I find myself laughing more than I have in months, drawn in by her animated expressions and the way she captures the essence of each student with just a few choice details.

After dinner, we walk to the beach. The sunset has painted the sky in dramatic stripes of orange, pink, and deepening blue. The temperature has dropped just enough to make the air pleasant against our skin. Lights from the pier create a distant golden glow, and the Ferris wheel spins in slow, colorful circles.

Anya stops to remove her heels, holding them by their straps in one hand. Her bare feet leave perfect impressions in the cooling sand. I wrap my arm around her waist, feeling the warmth of her through the fabric of her dress. The gesture feels natural, as if we've been walking this way for years instead of minutes.

We find an empty bench facing the ocean and sit. Anya rests her head against my shoulder, her hair tickling my neck.

"I can't believe we're doing this," she says softly.

"Why not?" I ask, breathing in the scent of her shampoo.

“Because I didn’t think you’d ever make a move.” She gives a quiet laugh. “I knew you were interested from the start—the way you couldn’t look me in the eye for more than three seconds. Then again, after a while I started wondering if maybe you were gay. It was easier than thinking you just didn’t want me.”

"I can't believe it either," I admit. "I was trying to be professional."

"What finally changed your mind?"

I shrug, feeling her head rise and fall with the movement of my shoulder. "I don't know. Maybe it was the quartz countertop."

Anya bursts into laughter, the sound bright and unrestrained. "I should apologize for being so demanding," she says when her laughter subsides.

"No worries."

She shifts to look at me, then reaches up to kiss me lightly. "You're a good man, Walter. I wonder why you're still single."

I shrug again, not particularly wanting to excavate my relationship history. "No luck with women," I joke.

“That’s a lie,” she says. “I saw the way that woman looked at you.”

“Who?”

“The blonde woman who was here a few months ago. She wore a scarf printed with brushstrokes, like something out of Monet.”

It takes me a second to catch on. “Oh. That must be Sara. She’s an artist.”

“No wonder. She does have a painter’s look,” Anya says. “I saw you two saying goodbye at the gate. She was totally into you. I was jealous, even though I thought you were gay back then. So? What happened?”

I pause, considering how much truth to offer. "I started a new book and forgot to call her back."

Anya gives me a skeptical look, her eyebrow arching in a way that makes it clear she doesn't believe me.

"Fine," I concede. "The truth is I've never been good at committing to long-term relationships. They start well, but then..." I trail off, unsure how to explain the familiar pattern of my retreat into solitude.

Anya nods, surprising me with her understanding. "It makes sense now," she says. "If it helps, I'm not into long-term relationships either. I just want to have fun while I can."

She traces a pattern on my knee with her finger. "I haven't dated for a while, though I hook up with guys sometimes. Passion is everything to me. If there's no passion, I stop seeing the same man."

I want to tell her that's not exactly why I stopped seeing Sara. It was more complicated, more about my own inadequacies than any lack of passion, but I stay silent, not wanting to spoil the mood with my neuroses.

“What about Charlotte?” Anya asks suddenly.

The question catches me off guard. “What about her?”

“Do you like her?”

Heat rises to my face before I can stop it. I try to stay composed, but words don’t come.

Anya smiles, as if she already knows. “I like her. We met in the laundry room during her stay.” Her tone is casual, but her eyes stay sharp. “She asked about you—whether you were single and you’d ever been married. I could tell she really liked you.”

I swallow hard, deciding there’s no point in pretending. “She’s a wonderful woman. And yes…I really liked her,” I admit. “We went to Catalina Island together before she left.”

Anya’s mouth parts in genuine surprise. “Wow. That’s…good to know. Is she coming back?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “She and John split. Not because of me, though. We didn’t cross the line until after. It just happened. She needed someone.”

“I understand,” Anya says quietly. “Honestly, I’m glad she left him. John hit on me not long after he moved in. Told me his wife was back East.”

A rush of anger surges through me. “He what? What a jerk.”

She smiles at my reaction. "I like that, but there's no need to be territorial. I get hit on by men all the time. Students, colleagues..." She shrugs as if it's simply a fact of life.

The information makes jealousy curl in my stomach, though I know she's partly teasing me. I lean in and kiss her, partly to stop thinking about other men wanting her and partly because I've been wanting to since we sat down.

Her lips are soft and taste faintly of the lychee dessert we shared. She responds immediately, her hand coming up to cup my face, fingers cool against my skin. The kiss deepens, and I feel her shift closer, the warmth of her body pressing against mine. My hand finds her waist, then slides lower, following the curve of her hip.

Desire coils tight in my stomach. I want to lay her back on this bench, to feel her legs wrap around me, to lose myself in her right here with the sound of waves as accompaniment. The thought is so vivid I can almost feel it happening.

She pulls back slightly, her breath quick against my lips. "We should go," she whispers.

"Public sex isn't your kink?" I tease, my voice rougher than I intended.

She laughs, the sound low and promising. "Not on a first date," she confirms, standing and extending her hand to me. "But the night is still young."


CHAPTER 11
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We walk back toward Seaview Villas, and I can't stop grinning like an idiot. My skin tingles where Anya's fingers brush against mine, our hands not quite holding but constantly touching.

The night air carries a chill from the ocean, but I barely notice it. I feel like I'm seventeen again, walking home from prom with the girl I never thought would say yes to me. Except this is better. This is a woman who I’ve wanted for two years, who has surprised me with her passionate desire lately. She’s now walking beside me, her hip occasionally bumping mine in a way that can't possibly be accidental.

"What are you smiling about?" she asks, her voice playful.

"Just wondering if this is actually happening," I admit, feeling foolish but honest. "I keep expecting to wake up."

Anya laughs, the sound warm and slightly husky. "I can pinch you if you like."

"Maybe later," I say. "In private."

Her eyebrows lift. "I can think of more interesting things to do in private than pinch you, Walter."

The way she says my name sends a surge of heat through me. I've heard her say it dozens of times, but now it's different. Now it carries a promise.

The silhouette of Seaview Villas appears around the corner, the Spanish-style building looking oddly romantic in the streetlight. I slow my pace before we reach the gate, suddenly struck by the question of logistics.

"My place or yours?" I ask, trying to sound casual and probably failing miserably.

Anya shrugs, her bare shoulder catching the light from a nearby streetlamp. "It doesn't matter."

"Mine, then," I say quickly. "It's closer." My apartment sits right next to the entrance, while hers requires crossing the entire courtyard. The fifteen-second difference feels absolutely critical at this moment.

"You're so impatient, Walter," she laughs, but her voice has that same low, wanting quality that makes my stomach tighten.

"You can't blame me," I say, fumbling with the gate key. "I've been thinking about this since I saw you in this sexy dress.”

Her eyes widen slightly. "Really? That’s it?"

I laugh. “No. That’s a lie. It’s since you agreed to go to dinner with me.”

What happens next is a blur. The gate squeaks open, and we're crossing the small patch of courtyard to my front door. My fingers, usually dexterous enough, struggle with the key. Anya's breath warms the back of my neck as she stands close behind me, and I nearly drop my keys entirely.

Then we're inside, and the door is closed, and Anya is in my arms. Our mouths find each other in the darkness of my living room, hungry and insistent. Her lips taste faintly of salt from the ocean air, and I'm lost in the sensation of her tongue against mine, her hands already working on the buttons of my shirt.

My hands find the zipper of her little black dress. I pull it down slowly, savoring the sound and the increasing exposure of her skin. The dress pools at her feet like a shadow, and she steps out of it, standing before me in black lace underwear that makes my mouth go dry. The soft glow from the street lights filtering through the blinds illuminates her skin.

She’s unbuttoned my shirt, but it's still hanging from my shoulders when Anya places her palms against my chest. Her touch burns. She looks up at me, her eyes dark and dreamlike as they travel over my torso.

"Walter," she says, her voice almost reverential, "all that jogging does you good. Don't ever stop jogging." Then she leans forward and presses her lips to my chest, just above my heart. The simple gesture feels more intimate than it should, and I have to resist the urge to pull her tighter against me.

Slowly, deliberately, she drops to her knees. Her eyes hold mine as she reaches for my belt, deftly undoing the buckle. The sound of leather sliding through fabric loops seems unnaturally loud in the quiet room.

"Fuck," I mutter as her fingers brush against me through my pants.

She smiles at my reaction, continuing her work with the button and zipper. When she finally pulls down my underwear, my cock springs free, nearly touching her nose. She giggles, a surprisingly girly sound from someone who earns her living delivering lectures from behind a podium.

"Hello there," she whispers, not to me but to my cock, which jumps in response. Then her lips are parting, and she's taking me into the wet heat of her mouth.

The sensation is overwhelming. I thread my fingers through her wavy blonde hair, not pushing or guiding, just needing to touch her, to ground myself. She takes me deeper, her tongue swirling around the head before she slides down further. One of her hands grips the base of my shaft while the other cups my balls gently.

"Jesus, Anya," I gasp as she establishes a rhythm, her head bobbing forward and back. The sight of her lips stretched around me, her eyes occasionally flicking up to meet mine, is thrilling even though I’ve replayed it in my mind over and over since the day she signed her new lease.

She hums in response, the vibration sending shockwaves through me. Her free hand slides up my thigh, nails lightly scratching, then around to grab my ass, pulling me deeper into her mouth. I can feel the back of her throat, and when she swallows around me, I have to lock my knees to keep from falling.

The wet sounds of her mouth and the occasional gasp when she pulls back for air fill the room. She varies her technique, sometimes focusing on just the head, her tongue circling and flicking across the sensitive underside, other times taking me so deep I wonder how she doesn't gag.

When she pulls back to breathe deeply, a strand of saliva connects her lips to my cock. She breaks it with a finger, then looks up at me with such naked hunger that I nearly come right then.

"You taste good," she says, her voice rough. Then she's taking me again, her movements more purposeful now, faster and deeper.

Heat builds at the base of my spine, my thighs tightening. I'm close, too close. As much as I want to let go, to finish in the exquisite warmth of her mouth, I want more.

I put my hands on her shoulders, gently pulling her away. "Wait," I pant. "Not yet."

She releases me with a soft pop, looking up with a mixture of confusion and desire. "Why not?"

Instead of answering, I bend down, hooking my arms under her thighs and back, and lift her up. She's lighter than I expected, or maybe it's just the adrenaline making everything easier. She laughs, wrapping her arms around my neck.

"My bedroom's upstairs," I say, already heading for the staircase. I carry her up, thankful for all those morning jogs that make this romantic gesture possible without embarrassing myself.

My bedroom is simple, functional: a moderately sized bed with navy blue sheets, a bedside table, a dresser, and a single armchair in the corner where I sometimes read. Books line the small bookshelf, and a few framed black-and-white photos of ocean scenes hang on the walls. It's not fancy, but it's clean and comfortable.

I drop Anya onto the bed, where she bounces slightly and props herself up on her elbows, looking around with curious eyes.

"Very you," she says, taking in the space. "Ordered but not fussy. I expected more books, though."

"I’ve got more in boxes," I say, standing at the foot of the bed, drinking in the sight of her. "I keep the ones I'm currently reading in here."

She nods, then sits up fully and reaches behind her back. With a swift motion, she unhooks her bra and slides it off her arms. Her breasts spill free, pale and perfect in the dim light coming from the bedside lamp. I suck in a breath as she hooks her thumbs into her panties and slides them down her legs, tossing them carelessly to the floor.

She's completely naked now, and I’m transfixed despite having already had the privilege of witnessing this breathtaking sight. Anya is slim but curvy, with fuller hips and breasts than her clothes had suggested. Her stomach is flat but soft-looking, with a slight roundness below her navel that I find inexplicably sexy. Her thighs are strong, tapering to shapely calves, and between them is a neatly trimmed patch of dark blonde hair.

She smirks, propping herself up on one elbow and stroking her hip with languid fingers. "Like what you see, Mr. Landlord?" she asks, her voice husky and teasing.

I groan, shrugging off my already-unbuttoned shirt. "You bet," I say, pushing down my boxers to join her in nakedness. My pants are somewhere downstairs, abandoned along with her dress.

I open the bedside drawer and take out a condom, tearing the package open with my teeth while she watches with amused approval.

"Considerate," she comments, then adds with mock impatience, "but hurry up."

I chuckle as I roll the condom on. "How do you want to do this?" I ask, climbing onto the bed beside her. "Any preference?"

"Doggy," she says without hesitation, already turning over and getting on all fours. She looks back at me over her shoulder, her hair falling across her face in a way that makes my heart stutter. "I like it deep."

The view she presents is breathtaking. Her rounded buttocks form a perfect heart shape, and the curve of her spine creates a dip that I immediately want to run my tongue along. I move behind her, unable to resist giving her rear a gentle slap. The sound is sharp, and she gasps, pushing back toward me.

"Beautiful," I murmur, running a hand over the smooth skin of her bottom. I slide my hand between her legs, finding her already slick and hot. She moans when my fingers explore her, pushing back against my hand.

"Walter, please," she says, her voice tight with need.

I position myself behind her, spreading her legs wider with my knees. Taking my cock in hand, I guide it to her entrance, rubbing the head through her wetness. She whimpers, trying to push back and take me in, but I tease her for a moment longer, enjoying the way she moves against me.

Finally, I push forward, sliding into her in one slow, steady thrust. We groan in unison as I fill her completely.

"Oh god," she breathes. "You feel so big. So full."

I hold still for a moment, savoring the tight, wet heat of her body. Then I begin to move, pulling back until just the tip remains inside before thrusting forward again. Each stroke draws a gasp or moan from Anya, who meets my movements with equal enthusiasm.

One hand grips her hip, guiding our rhythm, while the other reaches around to cup her breast. I knead the soft flesh, rolling her nipple between my fingers. She arches her back further, changing the angle so that I hit a spot that makes her cry out.

Outside, through the open windows, life in the villas continues. Someone is having a conversation in the courtyard, their words indistinct but their tone casual. A baby wails. A car door slams. All of it seems distant and unimportant compared to the universe contained within this room, within the joining of our bodies.

Anya is an ocean beneath me, endless waves of heat and pleasure. Her body grips mine, pulls me deeper, demands more. I give her what she asks for, increasing my pace, my hips slapping against her ass with each thrust. The sound is primal and obscene and perfect.

"Harder," she gasps, her fingers clutching at the sheets. "Please, Walter, harder."

I comply, tightening my grip on her hip and driving into her with renewed force. The headboard begins to knock against the wall, a steady beat that matches our movements. I should probably be concerned about the noise and about what my tenants might hear, but I can't bring myself to care. Not now, not with Anya panting beneath me, her body squeezing mine like she never wants to let go.

I can feel my orgasm building, a tightening pressure at the base of my spine. Anya's movements are becoming more erratic, her breathing more ragged. She's close too.

"Touch yourself," I urge, and she immediately brings one hand between her legs. As she circles her clit with skillful fingers, her inner muscles contract around me in response, making it even harder to hold back.

"I'm close," she warns, her voice breaking on the words. "So close, Walter, don't stop."

"I won’t," I promise, though I know I can't last much longer. The bed shakes beneath us, the springs protesting our enthusiastic movements. The headboard knocks a faster rhythm now, probably audible throughout the entire building, but the only sound I truly hear is Anya's escalating moans.

She comes with a shuddering cry, her body clenching around me in rhythmic waves. The sensation is too much, and I follow immediately, my orgasm crashing over me with unexpected force. I drive into her one final time, holding deep as pleasure pulses through me, emptying myself into the condom.

For a long moment, we stay connected, both of us breathing heavily, our bodies slick with sweat. Then, carefully, I withdraw and dispose of the condom in the small trash can beside the bed. Anya collapses onto the mattress, rolling to her back with a satisfied sigh.

"Well," she says, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth, "that was worth the wait."

I lie beside her, our shoulders touching, both of us staring at the ceiling. "Definitely," I agree, feeling a strange mix of satisfaction and vulnerability. This is the moment when things typically get awkward, when reality reasserts itself. But Anya looks completely at ease, her body relaxed and open beside mine.

"You know," she says, turning her head to look at me, “I think I’m going to enjoy being your lover, Mr. Landlord."

I laugh, surprised by how normal this feels. "Good to know. But rent's still due on the first," I tell her, and she swats my arm playfully.

"Terrible landlord," she accuses with a grin. "No special treatment at all."

"I'll make you breakfast," I offer. "That's the best I can do."

Her eyes sparkle. "Deal. But first..." She rolls toward me, throwing one leg over mine, her hand sliding down my chest. "I think we should try round two, don't you?"

I pull her closer, already feeling my body responding to her touch. "I believe that can be arranged," I say, and then her lips are on mine again, and words become unnecessary.


CHAPTER 12
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I promise Anya I'll be right back as I cinch the belt of my bathrobe tighter and pad barefoot down the stairs. The wooden steps creak beneath my weight, announcing my descent like an old-time town crier. My mouth feels dry, my throat parched from our evening activities, and I realize I need water as much as she does. The kitchen is mostly dark, with just a sliver of porch light slipping through the blinds.

I grab two glasses from the cabinet and fill them from the filtered tap. The water is cold and I gulp mine down immediately, refilling it afterward. Something about sex always makes me thirsty, a biological fact I've never questioned until this moment when I find myself contemplating it just to avoid thinking about what happened upstairs.

Anya Petrov. In my bed. The thought feels surreal, like something I might have dreamed up during a particularly lonely night. But her perfume lingers on my skin, proving this is very much reality.

I'm about to head back upstairs with our drinks when a knock at the door stops me. Three raps, not too loud, not too soft. I glance at the wall clock. Nine. Not particularly late, but not when I typically receive visitors, especially as the landlord. Must be a tenant with a problem.

I place the glasses on the coffee table and make my way to the door, adjusting my bathrobe to ensure I'm decent. I ease the door open just a crack, bracing myself for whatever small disaster might be lurking on the other side.

Instead, I find myself staring at Charlotte Avery.

My hand freezes on the doorknob. Her chestnut hair is slightly disheveled, like she's been running her fingers through it. She carries a small suitcase, and her olive eyes look tired but bright with anticipation.

"Charlotte," I say, the name tumbling out of my mouth before I can think. "When did you get back?"

I open the door wider, instinctively, forgetting for a moment the circumstances. Forgetting Anya upstairs. Forgetting everything except the woman who vanished from my life after our trip to Catalina.

"Just now," she says, her smile lighting up her face despite the evident fatigue. "Got off the plane and came straight here. Thought I'd surprise you."

I can't help but chuckle, the sound hollow in my own ears as I recall how Charlotte arrived a month ago with similar intentions for John. That surprise didn't go well. This one isn't going to either. I am just as terrible as John. The realization sits in my stomach like a stone.

"I see," I say, forcing a smile. "You really like surprising people."

Her smile falters slightly, as if she's picked up on something in my tone. But she recovers quickly. "Can I come in? It's been a long flight."

I hesitate, one hand still on the doorknob, the other clutching the belt of my bathrobe like it's a life preserver. My gaze flicks involuntarily toward the stairs behind me.

"I, uh... I have a visitor at the moment," I say, the words sticking in my throat.

Charlotte blinks once, then twice, her expression going blank before something like understanding settles across her features. She nods, a small, tight movement.

"I understand," she says, her voice steady. "Could I just get the key to John's unit then? I know he's moved out, but the lease isn't up for a few more days, right?"

"Right. Yes. Of course," I say, grateful for the excuse to step away from the door. "Let me grab it for you."

I turn to retrieve the spare key I keep in a drawer near the entrance, but before I can take more than two steps, I hear Anya's voice floating down from upstairs.

"Walter? Why are you taking so long to get water? Are you making it from scratch?”

Her voice is playful, intimate, meant for my ears only. I freeze, caught between two worlds, then grab the water glasses from the coffee table.

"Just a second," I call up to her, trying to keep my voice level. "I'll be right there."

I turn back to Charlotte, who still stands in the doorway, now looking uncomfortable. "Sorry, let me just grab that key," I tell her.

But I'm too late. I hear Anya's footsteps on the stairs, and then she's there, in the living room, wearing nothing but my button-up shirt from earlier this evening. The hem barely reaches mid-thigh, her legs long and bare beneath it.

"I left my dress here, I believe..." she begins, but the sentence dies as her eyes land on Charlotte.

The two women stare at each other, mouths slightly open, a heavy silence filling the room. I stand between them, water glasses in hand, feeling like I'm watching a collision in slow motion.

Then, simultaneously, they both smile.

"Welcome back," Anya says warmly.

"Thank you," Charlotte replies at the exact same moment.

I blink, looking between them in confusion. There's a recognition there that makes no sense to me. Then I remember what Anya told me earlier about meeting Charlotte in the laundry room during her two-week stay. Still, the warmth between them seems disproportionate to a couple of casual encounters.

"Walter," Anya says, turning to me with a slight reproach in her tone, "it's rude to let Charlotte wait outside."

"No, really, it's fine," Charlotte says quickly. "I'm just waiting for the key to Unit 2."

"Nonsense," Anya insists. "Come in and sit while Walter finds it." She gestures to the couch as if this is her home and not mine.

Charlotte hesitates, then steps inside, wheeling her small suitcase behind her. She sits on the edge of the couch, perching there like a bird that might take flight at any sudden movement.

I set down the water glasses and go to retrieve the key from the drawer. When I return, key in hand, Charlotte is still sitting stiffly on the couch while Anya stands nearby, seemingly unbothered by her state of undress.

"Here you go," I say, handing Charlotte the key. "But I should warn you again, John took almost everything when he left. There's just a chair and table in the kitchen. No bed, just a sofa.”

Charlotte's face falls slightly. "Oh. I see. In that case, maybe I should just find a hotel instead."

"No," Anya and I say in unison, though I'm not sure why I protest. Maybe because it's Charlotte, and the thought of her alone in some anonymous hotel room bothers me in ways I can't articulate.

"It's kind of late," Anya adds, as if reading my thoughts.

"It's really okay," Charlotte says, rising from the couch. "I don't want to impose."

"You aren't imposing," Anya says firmly. She steps forward and places a hand on Charlotte's arm. "You can stay at either Walter's place or mine for the night."

I stare at Anya, unable to process what I'm hearing. Is she offering my apartment to Charlotte? Or inviting her to stay at her place? Either option seems surreal.

"Are you sure?" Charlotte asks, looking between us.

"Absolutely," Anya says with a confidence I find both admirable and slightly alarming.

"Thank you," Charlotte says, her shoulders relaxing slightly. "That's very kind."

Anya nods, then glances down at herself as if suddenly aware of her state of undress. "Excuse me for a moment," she says. "I should find my dress." She bends down and retrieves her dress from where it had been discarded earlier, partially hidden beneath the coffee table. With a small smile at both of us, she disappears into the bathroom.

Alone with Charlotte, I feel a crushing weight of awkwardness descend.

"Charlotte, I'm sorry," I begin, not entirely sure what I'm apologizing for. "You didn't call or text, so I thought... well, I assumed it was over."

"Stop apologizing," she says, her voice gentle but firm. "You haven't done anything wrong. It was just a fling between us, Walter. You don't owe me any explanation."

Her generosity only makes me feel worse. It wasn't just a fling, not for me. Our affair was brief, but it made me feel alive again, and made me hope for something I hadn't allowed myself to hope for in years.

"Let me get you some water," I say, retreating to the kitchen. I need a moment to collect myself, to process the bizarre turn this evening has taken.

I fill another glass and take several deep breaths before returning to the living room. When I do, I stop short at the doorway, surprised by the scene before me.

Anya has returned, now fully dressed in her simple black dress from earlier, and she's sitting on the couch next to Charlotte. They're talking animatedly, like old friends catching up after time apart, not two women who've met briefly in a laundry room and are now in a potentially awkward love triangle.

"Here's your water," I say, interrupting their conversation. I hand the glass to Charlotte, who takes it with a smile.

"Thank you," she says. She takes a sip, then sets the glass on the coffee table. "I have to say, I'm really glad to be back in California."

"We're glad too," Anya says, glancing at me. "Walter surely missed you."

I feel heat rise to my face, unsure how to respond. Did I miss Charlotte? Yes, painfully. But having her here now, with Anya also present, feels like a cruel cosmic joke.

Charlotte turns to me, her expression suddenly serious. "I'm sorry, Walter. The reason I didn't keep in touch was that I had second thoughts while back in New York. I wasn't sure I should quit my job and my life to come to LA alone, after leaving John." She pauses, twisting her hands in her lap. "But eventually I made up my mind again."

"Well, we're happy to have you back," I say, meaning it despite the complications her return creates.

"Absolutely," Anya agrees. She tilts her head, studying Charlotte. "Do you intend to keep renting Unit 2?"

Charlotte sighs, looking down at her hands. "I'm not sure. I like the place. But it's expensive, and the job I'm about to start doesn't pay that well, at least not initially."

"Walter can give you a discount," Anya says, as if she has any authority to make such offers.

I curse silently but don't object. The truth is, I do hope Charlotte will stay, even if it means reducing the rent. My father would roll in his grave at the thought of me cutting into profits for a woman, but he never understood that some things matter more than money.

"I couldn't ask for that," Charlotte says, shaking her head. "I'll look for an inexpensive place."

Anya leans forward, her gray eyes intense. "Why don't you share my unit with me until you find your own place? It's a one-bedroom, but it’s large and I have plenty of space."

Charlotte looks taken aback. "Are you sure? We hardly know each other."

"Sometimes you just know when someone will make a good roommate," Anya says with a shrug. "And it would help me with the rent too."

"Well, if you're sure..." Charlotte says, a small smile forming. "That would be amazing. Thank you."

I sit there, stunned, watching this exchange unfold. These two women, both of whom I've been intimate with, are now planning to live together. And they seem genuinely pleased about it.

I take a long drink of water, wondering if perhaps I'm hallucinating this entire scenario. But no, they're still there, now discussing the logistics of moving Charlotte's things from New York.

Their voices wash over me as I try to make sense of what’s happening. There’s something about the way they interact that feels more than friendly. The way Anya looks at Charlotte, the way Charlotte’s voice softens when she speaks to her. It’s like watching two planets align, their pull working together instead of apart.

I should be jealous, or at least uneasy, but instead I’m fascinated by how quickly they’ve connected, and how easily they’ve fallen into each other’s orbit. I start to wonder if I’ve been wrong all along about what either of them wanted from me.


Afterword

Thank you for reading my book!

Please leave a review on Amazon to let me know how satisfied you are. Your support is greatly appreciated.

Sign up for my newsletter for new releases at:

https://mailchi.mp/751940357b5e/kohen-king-sigup

Follow me or check out my other books at:

https://www.amazon.com/stores/Kohen-King/author/B09TZC99PJ

For free bonus scenes, visit https://kohenking.wordpress.com/


Harem Adventure Series by Kohen King

The Writer's Harem

The Lifeguard’s Harem

The Rancher’s Harem

The Investor’s Harem

The Detective’s Harem

The Trainer’s Harem

The Camper’s Harem

The Baker’s Harem

The Waiter’s Harem

The Walker’s Harem

The Donor’s Harem

The Gardener’s Harem

The Accountant’s Harem

Sexy Bosses

Unconventional Sisters

OEBPS/image_rsrc112.jpg
=S\ ——O





OEBPS/image_rsrc111.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		CHAPTER 1

		CHAPTER 2

		CHAPTER 3

		CHAPTER 4

		CHAPTER 5

		CHAPTER 6

		CHAPTER 7

		CHAPTER 8

		CHAPTER 9

		CHAPTER 10

		CHAPTER 11

		CHAPTER 12

		Afterword

		Harem Adventure Series by Kohen King




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Table of Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125






OEBPS/image_rsrc110.jpg
7
e
£28hewon't take no for an answer

The Landg Book 2





