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CHAPTER 1
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I’M SITTING ON THE PATIO of Gabby’s waterfront house on Venice Beach. We are side by side in a pair of weathered rocking chairs with a small table between us. From here, the sky feels impossibly wide, bright blue fading into the darker line of the ocean. A pale stretch of sand lies just a few feet from us, and a handful of palm trees stand like sentinels along the path. It is a weekday afternoon, so the beach is quiet, scattered with only a few joggers and dog-walkers.

“This is really nice,” I say, taking a sip of the coffee she brought out. I had assumed her place was at least a block inland, like most of the houses sold as “beachfront.” But her place is right on the sand. “You actually live on the beach.”

She laughs lightly. “Yes. People always say that.”

“It must be fantastic.”

“It is. And also not.” She tilts her head. “Weekends get crowded. Summer is chaos.”

We sit for a moment and let the breeze wash over us. The rhythmic hush of the waves fills the pauses in our conversation. I almost forget why I am here until I glance at the small table and see my book, The Father Who Got Away, waiting between our coffee mugs like an unspoken reminder.

Gabby invited me over to talk through a few things before she starts translating. At the time, I was not sure whether she would actually follow through or if it was simply polite enthusiasm.

“So,” I say, nodding toward the book, “what do you want to know?”

“Oh, right.” She reaches for it and flips open the cover. The inside page is covered with color-coded Post-its, each one filled with handwriting. “I have many questions.”

I chuckle, genuinely surprised. I had no idea she would take it this seriously, and I am more flattered than I want to admit.

While she rifles through her notes, I let myself take her in. She is wearing a casual but undeniably sexy sundress. The fabric is soft and lightweight, a muted rose or dusty coral that complements her warm skin tone. Thin straps rest on her shoulders, with a neckline modest enough to be professional. But the gentle scoop and the way the fabric hugs her breasts give the dress an effortless, feminine charm.

Her caramel-brown hair was swept into an elegant, effortless bun, giving her a languid look. When she glances up, her brown eyes catch the sunlight and seem to twinkle.

“So,” she begins, “how much is fiction and how much is real?”

I pause and exhale slowly. “Good question,” I say. “Honestly, it is hard to separate. Most of the events are real. But I added some details. And some drama.”

“Is the father in your book actually your father?”

“More or less,” I say. “My dad married only once, and he never cheated on my mom. He dated later on, after the divorce, but it was nothing like the protagonist in the book. The father in the story married several times and cheated on his wife.”

“I see,” Gabby says. She listens so closely that I feel the attention like warmth on my skin. “And the son, then, is you.”

I pause. The son in the story is a bit of a Don Juan, very much like his father. “I guess so,” I say with a small laugh. “Like Eric, I have never managed to settle down.”

Gabby studies me with a long, thoughtful look. “Do you want to settle?”

The question catches me off guard. It’s way too personal. I do not owe her an answer, but something about the way she asks makes me want to give her one. “I am still trying to figure that out,” I admit. “It is a big question for me. I have been thinking about it since college and I still do not know. And honestly, it does not feel completely up to me. None of my relationships lasted.”

Gabby nods, and her expression softens with something that looks like sympathy. “And you think it is because of your dad.”

I blink at her. “What gave you that idea?”

“Eric, the narrator,” Gabby says with a small smile. “Not directly, but he blamed his dad after he broke up with his college girlfriend.”

I laugh. “Right. Eric did do that, did he not?”

“You do not remember what you wrote?” Gabby laughs with me.

“Well, not every detail,” I say quickly. “I also mix him up with my other protagonists. They all end up being similar. A man who cannot commit to anything long-term. It feels like I have been writing the same story again and again.”

She chuckles. “I understand completely. It is what every author does. Every writer returns to the same themes. Just like singers. Every singer’s songs sound a little alike.”

“Exactly,” I say, relieved she understands rather than judges.

Gabby glances at her notes again. “Tell me more. What are you writing now?”

“A time travel novel,” I say. “Peter, the protagonist, tries to return to his childhood so he can change things. He regrets not being able to express his love to his high school sweetheart. There, you see what I mean? Same story.”

She laughs. “That sounds fascinating. When can I read it?”

“Not yet,” I say, feeling unexpectedly flattered by her interest. “I am still working on it. But you will be the first to know once it is published.”

She smiles warmly. “Thank you. And I will be happy to translate it into French or German if you want.”

“Thank you for the offer,” I say. I truly mean it, even if part of me wonders why she is being so generous. I already told her I would not be able to pay much.

Gabby seems to read my hesitation. “Like I said, if you want to pay me,” she says lightly, “give me a token amount. Nothing more. I am doing this only because I love the book.”

The way she says it hits something in my chest. I nod, grateful and also a little unsure how I became someone she cares this much about.

Gabby turns the book in her hands again, tracing the edge of a Post-it with her thumb. Her voice is softer when she speaks next.

“One thing I did not expect,” she says, “is how much I connected with Eric’s mother.”

I look over at her. “Really?”

“Yes,” she says quietly. “The hurt you wrote about. The way she tries to stay composed for her son while she is falling apart inside. That felt very real.”

I nod. “Thank you. In real life, my mom held herself together even more than Eric’s mom did. She did not cry much, and she and my dad rarely fought. But I could still feel it. Her pain. It was the kind of hurt you do not need to see to understand.”

Gabby studies my face for a moment. “Did she ever get over your dad?”

“Yes,” I say. “Eventually. It took time. But she has been happily remarried for almost ten years.”

Gabby smiles, slow and sincere. “I am glad to hear that.”

She falls quiet for a moment. The breeze moves the hem of her dress and lifts a loose strand of hair near her cheek. She brushes it back, but her hand lingers there, almost as if she is steadying herself.

“My ex-husband cheated on me,” she says finally. “It was years ago and I am over him. But reading your book reminded me of how that felt. How frightening it is when you realize someone you love has already stepped away from you.”

I watch her carefully. She is not crying, but something in her eyes is open and vulnerable. It pulls me toward her without meaning to.

“I am sorry that happened to you,” I say.

She gives a small nod. “It taught me a lot. Especially about the kind of man I want now.”

There is something in her tone that sends a warm pulse through me. I cannot help wondering what kind of man she has in mind, though I suspect I already know. Someone honest. Someone steady. Someone who gives himself completely. Someone who is nothing like my father. And probably nothing like me.

She turns her chair slightly toward mine. “Do you think I can ever find a man who is honest with me? That is all I want.”

I am about to answer her question when a young woman’s voice calls from inside the house.

“Mom, I’m home.”

Gabby turns her head and gives me an apologetic smile. “One moment. I am out here, honey. We have a visitor. Come say hi.”

She glances back at me. “That is my daughter, Emma.”

Emma steps out onto the patio a moment later. “Hi,” she says with a quick wave before turning her attention back to her mom.

I wave and respond, “Hi,” not quite sure what else to say but managing a warm smile.

Gabby introduces me to her daughter. “This is Mr. Walter Haines, the author of the book.” She gestures toward my book resting on the table.

Emma’s eyes light up. “No way! Mom’s been talking about you forever,” she exclaims, her enthusiasm genuine and flattering. “But you don’t look like an author to me.”

“Why not?” I chuckle. “What should authors look like?”

Her eyes sweep over me, and her head tilts slightly as if in thought. “Mmmm, they wear glasses? Nerdy. But you’re more like an athlete.”

“Thanks. And you are probably right. I used to fill in for the PE teacher all the time back when I taught English at the high school.”

“You did?” Emma’s eyes brighten even more, clearly impressed now. “Are you good at sports?”

I pause. “I wouldn’t say yes. I mostly just jog, but I played badminton and basketball in college.”

“Emma loves sports,” Gabby chimes in. “She was playing beach volleyball with friends earlier.”

“Nice,” I reply. “How was the game?”

“It was great,” she says, a rosy blush creeping across her cheeks.

Emma lingers for a moment, telling her mom about the volleyball game. She looks very young, full of energy, dressed in a simple T-shirt and shorts. Her brown hair is tied in a ponytail, her skin lightly tanned, and her hazel eyes bright. Her arms and legs carry a soft shimmer of sand from the beach, and there is an effortless freshness about her that reminds me of the place we are sitting in. She is undeniably lovely in the natural, sunlit way only college students seem to be.

“I need a shower,” Emma says before excusing herself.

Once the door closes behind her, Gabby settles into her chair again. “Emma is a freshman at West LA University,” she says, smiling with the quiet pride of a mother who loves her child. “She’s majoring in sports psychology.”

“Wonderful. I can tell she’s as smart and beautiful as her mother,” I say before I can stop myself.

Gabby meets my eyes. Her smile deepens, warm and a little shy. “Thank you,” she says.

The air shifts slightly. A thin, charged moment settles between us, and I immediately regret speaking so freely. I am not sure if I made things awkward or if the moment simply revealed more than I intended.

Gabby picks up her coffee, takes a slow sip, and returns to her notes with a calm, steady grace that somehow makes the moment feel even more intimate.

When she sets her cup down, my eyes drift to her lips before I can stop myself. They are full and soft, with a quiet, confident curve at the corners that reminds me of several French actresses.

“Where was I?” She pauses, her eyes lingering on mine. “Right. An honest man. All I want is a man who tells me the truth. Monogamy is not the issue. Honesty is.”

My heart flutters. What is she trying to tell me? My cheeks feel warm, and suddenly I am too aware of how close she is sitting. Is she testing me? Is she hinting at something? I let out a small laugh to steady myself.

“Are you saying,” I ask, stumbling a little over the words, “that you would not have minded your ex seeing someone else while he was married to you, as long as he told you so?”

She laughs, light and musical. “You make it sound ridiculous, Walter. No. That is not what I mean.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “But what do you mean?”

She shifts in her chair and leans in just a little, her expression soft but very clear.

“What I mean is this,” she says in a husky, but sincere, voice. “I would not mind sharing a man, as long as he does not lie to me. And as long as the other woman is not someone I cannot stand.”

I can’t tell the difference between her answer and my assumption, but it doesn’t really matter. My heart is racing as it becomes clear where this conversation is heading. “I see,” I can barely hear my own voice. “You’re an incredible, generous woman, Gabby. Whoever will be your next, is a lucky man.”

“Thank you,” she says with a grateful smile, gazing at me with her brown eyes that send shivers down my spine. “I’m not a saint, Walter. But I’m realistic. Some men aren't worth owning, others are worth sharing.”

This conversation has become so intimate that I suddenly become aware of our surroundings. There are a few people on the beach in the distance, scattered here and there, but for a moment I wonder if any of them can hear us. The thought fades almost instantly. Nothing seems important except the woman sitting beside me.

I am mesmerized by the way Gabby looks at me, her gaze steady and warm. I am hyperaware of the faint perfume that lingers around her, subtle and impossible to pin down. Gardenia, perhaps. Or jasmine. Something soft and floral that settles lightly in the air between us.

Would you like to share me with other women? The question is on the tip of my tongue. But I cannot bring myself to ask it. It feels too bold and too presumptuous.

“Have you ever shared a man with other women?” I ask instead.

She shakes her head. “No,” she says in a quiet voice. “Not yet.”

I take a breath, ready to ask the next question, the one sitting heavily in my chest. But a voice interrupts from the window above us. It’s Emma again.

“Mom. Do you know where my laptop charger is? I need it for my homework.”

Gabby gives a small, apologetic sigh. “It is probably in the living room. Let me help you look.”

She touches my arm lightly, almost as if she regrets stepping away, then excuses herself and disappears into the house.

I sit alone on the patio for a moment, staring at the quiet stretch of beach while I finish the last sip of my coffee. The late afternoon light is softer now, the sky shifting toward gold. I glance at my watch. Almost four. I have been here for nearly two hours. Time always moves faster when the company is good.

However much I enjoy the quiet afternoon, I should get going. I’ve spent more time here than I planned. I step inside, intending to find Gabby and say goodbye.

The living room is empty. I hear her voice further down the hallway, faint and indistinct, so I head in that direction. I barely take two steps when I almost collide with Emma, who is hurrying out of a room.

“I am sorry,” I say quickly, stepping back.

“No worries,” she says, flashing me a smile that sends a thrill down my body.

She looks different now. No trace of sand on her skin. Her hair is damp and loose, falling around her shoulders in soft waves. She has changed into a camisole and shorts made of soft material. The shorts barely cover her hips.

I clear my throat and refocus. “Where is your mom? I should say goodbye.”

“In the study,” she says, her gaze steady on me. She calls out over her shoulder, “Mom. Mr. Haines is leaving.”

Gabby’s voice answers faintly from the study. “One second.”

“Ok, take your time,” I shout back.

Emma continues to gaze at me. “Would you like to play badminton with me one day?”

I pause for a moment, surprised by the suggestion.

“Sure, I would love to,” I reply, looking into her bright hazel eyes. “But the thing is, I haven’t played in a while.”

“But I’m sure you still remember how,” Emma says, stepping closer and looking up at me with hope in her expression.

A sweet coconut aroma, perhaps from her shampoo or lotion, envelops me. I feel dizzy and try to look away, but she’s so close and insistent that it’s nearly impossible. As I fidget, I catch a glimpse of her curves stretching the fabric of her top, and the hard points beneath the camisole leave me momentarily breathless. Shit. I curse silently.

“I hope so,” I say, my heart thumping like I've just sprinted a marathon.

“Great,” she says. “It’s a date, then.”

My mouth drops open. What is happening? I chuckle to mask my nervousness. “What?”

She laughs and shifts slightly. “Just kidding. It’s an interview. You need to pass it to date my mom.”

“I’m not trying to date your mom,” I say, lowering my voice.

She stares at me for a moment, as if searching for the truth in my eyes. “You’re lying,” she says. “You said she was beautiful.”

She must have overheard my earlier comment. Once again, I regret making it. And who knows what else the naughty girl heard? I’m embarrassed and I feel the need to explain. “She is beautiful, but that doesn’t mean I—”

I don’t get to finish my sentence because Gabby appears in the hallway. “Leaving so soon?” she asks. “I was hoping you would stay for dinner.”

“Thank you for the invitation, but I need to go,” I say, relieved by her interruption. “Maybe another time. Call me if you have more questions about the book.”

“Oh, I will,” she replies with a laugh as she walks me toward the front door. “I haven’t even asked half of them. We should meet again.”

“Definitely,” I say, pausing in the doorway.

To my surprise, Gabby leans in and hugs me, then gives me a warm kiss on the cheek. “Bye.”

“Bye,” I respond, my face tingling from the brief press of her body against mine, even through our layers of clothing. Her perfume wafts up again, the faint scent of gardenia that I’ve already begun to associate with her.

When she pulls back, my heart races. There’s a look in her eyes, a quiet longing that stirs something deep within me. Her earlier words about wanting the right man echo in my mind, and I wonder again what she was really trying to convey.

I pull myself together when I notice Emma watching us intently.

I clear my throat. “It was nice meeting you, Emma.”

“Same here, Walter,” she replies, a smirk curving her lips. “I look forward to playing badminton with you!”

I don’t answer her but give them both a final wave as I head toward my car parked on the street. As I drive home, my thoughts drift between my conversation with Gabby and the unexpected exchange with Emma. What do they want, and what have I gotten myself into?


CHAPTER 2
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Before I reach Seaview Villas, I notice a U-Haul parked directly in front of the building, blocking the driveway to the parking lot. I mutter under my breath. It must be Madison Walker. She said she would move in either today or tomorrow. Why start so late? It is almost five. Most people begin moving in the morning. Then again, Madison has never been like most people.

As much as the blocked driveway annoys me, my heart stirs at the thought of my former student. She once presented me with an ethical dilemma I have not forgotten. What will happen this time?

I have not seen her since she signed the rental contract a week ago. We spoke briefly over the phone and exchanged a few text messages. So far, everything has remained strictly business, and I remind myself there is no reason to be uneasy.

I park on the street, just behind the U-Haul. The truck’s rear door is open, revealing a few pieces of furniture and several cardboard boxes. The gate to the Villas is propped open with a chair. I frown. It is a safe neighborhood, but too many people wander through on their way to the beach. I move the chair aside and head toward Unit 5.

As expected, the door is wide open. Voices carry from inside.

“I think it’s better the other way,” Madison says.

“Whatever you say, ma’am,” a man replies.

“Stop calling me ma’am,” she answers, laughing.

I knock on the doorframe. “Hello, Madison?”

There is a pause before she appears at the top of the stairs. She wears jeans, a soft T-shirt, and a bandana tied over her dark hair. Behind her, the newly renovated living room glows in the afternoon light. A few boxes are stacked near the wall, and a small sofa sits in the middle of the room, angled toward the window.

“Mr. Haines!” she says brightly, her midnight-blue eyes shimmering. “Where have you been? I was looking for you!”

I decide to ignore the question. “I thought you would be moving in tomorrow.”

“I couldn’t wait,” she says with a grin. “But it took me longer than expected to pack.”

“Are you moving by yourself or did you hire professionals?”

“Neither. My friends offered to help.”

Two young men appear behind her, one tall and wiry, the other broader in the shoulders.

“Josh and Mark,” Madison says. “My helpers.”

The young men give me a polite wave.

“We’re done with the bed,” the taller one says. “Mattress next?”

“Yes, thanks, Josh,” Madison replies.

They start past me toward the gate, but I stop them. “Before that, please move your truck. It’s blocking the driveway.”

“Sorry,” the taller one says quickly. “There wasn’t any spot earlier.”

As they hurry outside, I move my car to give them room. Watching them, I find myself wondering what kind of friends they are to Madison, then chuckle quietly and remind myself that it is none of my business.

I cook a simple meal for myself, settling on pasta with a light tomato sauce that I put together by following a recipe I found online. I warm a bowl of cooked broccoli in the microwave and remind myself that it is one of the few vegetables I truly enjoy, partly because it is healthy and partly because I have finally learned how to prepare it in a way that tastes good.

After finishing a few pieces of landlord business, mostly small tasks I should have handled earlier in the day, I finally sit down at my desk and open my laptop. The moment the document appears on the screen, my thoughts drift away from the story I am supposed to be continuing and slip into my real life instead. Gabby’s words repeat in my ears, soft but persistent, asking me whether I truly want to settle.

It occurs to me that I should have said something more honest to her. Even if I did want to settle, who would want to settle with me? I am not an ideal man for her or for any of the women in my life.

My mind cycles through their names, each one carrying its own history. Charlotte, Anya, Sara… My relationships with them have been mostly physical, brief moments of connection that never grew into anything steady.

I was a rebound for Charlotte, someone she reached for after her marriage crumbled. Anya told me openly that commitment was difficult for her, and I accepted it because I understood it in my own way. Sara may have been interested in my sperm, but she was never interested in a long-term future with me.

Then there is Gabby. I still cannot fully understand why she said she would share a man with other women. I do not know whether she was speaking hypothetically or whether she had someone specific in mind. The thought of her and Anya sharing a man together sends a rush of lust through me. I push the idea aside before it can take shape. This is not the time for fantasies. I tell myself to stop daydreaming and focus on the work at hand. I take a deep breath and place my fingers on the keyboard.

In my story, Peter is once again Amber’s boyfriend, and the two have become inseparable. He has told Amber that he loves her, although the words feel different from what he expected love to feel like. Now he faces a difficult choice. He can attend college in Seattle so that he can stay with Amber, or he can accept his offer from UCLA and return to California, the place where he grew up and always imagined he would build his future.

Eventually, Peter decides to stay in Seattle. This decision stands in sharp contrast to the one I made at his age. I have always wondered what might have happened if I had made the same choice as Peter, and the story has become a quiet way for me to rewrite the parts of my life that I still think about more often than I admit.

I am now working on the chapter that follows Peter’s time travel, set twenty years after the moment he changes his past. Peter’s life has undergone significant changes in every possible way.  He is married to Amber, and they have two children together. As much as I would like a happy ending, the story has taken on a life of its own.

Peter’s marriage begins to resemble that of his parents, and for the first time in his life, he understands why his father eventually chose divorce. He remains a high school English teacher and has no intention of leaving the profession despite the disappointments that come with it.

I stare at the screen and ask myself whether this is the path Peter truly wants and, beneath that question, whether it is the path I want for him. I think through the possibilities, unable to decide how the story should end.

I stand and walk to the kitchen to get a glass of water, hoping that a sip or two will clear my head. The sky outside has settled into a deep blue, and the courtyard lights have begun to flicker on. I barely finish the water before I hear the sound of the doorbell echoing through the quiet apartment.

I glance at the clock. It is a little after eight. I go to the door. When I open it, Madison stands in the hallway with her hair still tied in the bandana she wore earlier, though a few damp strands cling to her temples. She gives me an apologetic smile.

“I am sorry to bother you,” she says. “I finished moving in, and I tried to shower, but there is no hot water at all.”

“It is all right,” I tell her. “I will take a look at the water heater. Go back to your apartment, and I will let you know when it is working.”

“Thank you. I really appreciate it.” She gives me a small, grateful smile before returning to her unit.

I lock my door behind me and walk across the courtyard. The utility room is situated behind Units 3 and 4, which places it directly under the kitchen window of Anya’s unit. As I follow the narrow path along the building, I glance upward.

Through the window, I can see into the brightly lit kitchen. Anya and Charlotte are standing side by side at the sink, sleeves rolled up, laughing as they wash the dishes. They look relaxed and happy, completely at ease in each other’s presence. They do not notice me as I walk past.

I reach the utility room door and unlock it. Inside, the stale warmth of the machinery greets me. I crouch by the water heater and check the control panel. The pilot light is out, which explains Madison’s complaint. I relight it, holding the ignition until the flame steadies. The heater begins its low, familiar rumble.

As I work, Anya and Charlotte’s laughter drifts faintly through the open window above. After Charlotte moved in, the two of them became unexpectedly close. Anya and I are seeing each other, though she has never spent the night at my place.

Anya told me she wants to avoid any gossip among the other tenants, which I accepted at face value. Lately, though, I find myself wondering whether that is the real reason, or whether she simply prefers to stay in her own apartment with Charlotte.

The two women share a bed, supposedly because there is not much space in Unit 3. I remind myself that it is their business, yet I cannot deny the small surge of jealousy that rises every time I think about it.

I finish checking the heater and wait until the pipes begin to warm. Once I am satisfied that everything is running correctly, I close the panel, step outside, and lock the utility room.

As I turn to leave, the kitchen window slides open. This time they notice me. Charlotte spots me first.

“Well, look who is milling around back here,” she calls, grinning.

Anya leans into view with a gentle smile. “Walter, do you want to come in for a glass of wine?”

Her invitation is warm, and for a moment I consider it. Then I remember I’ve got work to do.

“I would like to, but I am busy at the moment,” I say. “I need to take care of something for the new tenant.”

Charlotte wipes her hands on a towel and adds, “Come by after you are done. We will still be awake.”

I nod. “All right. I might stop by later.”

They slide the window closed as I head back toward Unit 5. The warmth of their laughter lingers behind me, although I push my thoughts aside and remind myself that Madison is waiting for me.

When I reach Unit 5, I notice the door is slightly ajar, as if she has been listening for me to return. I knock gently, and the sound carries softly through the evening quiet.

“Madison?” I call, raising my voice toward the staircase. “You should have hot water in a few minutes.”

“Thank you. You are a lifesaver,” she calls back from upstairs.

“No problem,” I reply. My chest tightens at the sound of her voice. “If it still doesn’t get warm, let me know.”

I turn to leave, but before I take a step she calls out, “Wait!”

I look back just as she appears at the top of the stairs.

“Could you stay here for a minute?” she asks. “I am going to turn on the shower and make sure it gets hot.”

“Sure,” I say.

“Great. Come inside and make yourself comfortable.” She smiles quickly and disappears into the bedroom.

I hesitate, reminding myself that Madison has a history with me, even if it belongs to a different time. Standing in her doorway feels strange, yet hovering outside would feel even stranger, so I step inside and tell myself it will be brief.

The living room is small and still mostly empty. A simple gray sofa sits against one wall, looking new and a little stiff. Several cardboard boxes are stacked beside it, some sealed and others half-open.

A single lamp casts a soft amber glow across the floor, though the rest of the place feels bare, as if it has not yet decided what kind of home it wants to be. Her suitcase lies open near the staircase, clothes spilling out in scattered, familiar colors.

A moment later, I hear the shower running upstairs. I wait for her to call down, listening for any sign that the water is warming. Several minutes pass. When nothing happens, I step closer to the staircase.

“How is it?” I call.

She does not respond. Thinking she may not have heard me, I raise my voice. “Madison?”

This time she answers. “It is still not warm.”

That is odd. I frown and move toward the steps. “Have you tried turning the knob both ways? Sometimes the installers reverse the cartridge.”

“I have,” she says, appearing again at the top of the stairs. “I am not that clueless, Mr. Haines.”

“That is not what I meant,” I say quietly. “I am just trying to help.”

She softens, then asks, “Can you come up and take a look, please?”

“Of course.” I start up the stairs, my heart picking up speed. It is not the first time I have gone into a tenant’s bathroom to fix something, yet I cannot deny the heightened awareness that comes with being invited into Madison’s private space.

At the top of the stairs, the hallway opens into her bedroom. The door is half open, and the sound of running water fills the space with a steady hush. Madison stands beside the doorway, in a tank top and a pair of cotton shorts. There are water beads all over her hair and her face, and her tank top is wet, sticking to her body.

I avert my eyes when I realize she isn’t wearing a bra.

“It is in here,” she says. “Sorry to drag you into this so late.”

“It is all right,” I reply. “Let me take a look.”

I step into the bathroom. The shower is running, but when I place my hand under the stream the water is cold enough to sting. I test the faucet, turning the handle slowly. It moves smoothly, which tells me the issue is not stiffness. I angle it all the way toward hot. Still cold.

Madison leans against the doorframe, watching me with a quiet intensity.

“What do you think?” she asks.

“It looks like the mixing valve is stuck,” I say as I inspect the handle. “Sometimes after a remodel, the cartridge catches, or the anti-scald setting is left too low. The water cannot pull fully from the hot line.”

“So it is not me?” she asks with a teasing smile.

“No,” I say. “It is the plumbing.”

She steps a little closer. “Good. I prefer when things are not my fault.”

I keep my eyes on the shower handle. “I will need to grab my tools. I can fix it tonight if you want hot water for your shower.”

“I would appreciate it,” she says softly. “I feel disgusting after moving all day.”

I shut off the water and step out of the shower. I excuse myself at the doorway, not wanting to accidentally touch her. She moves reluctantly to make room for me.

Nonetheless, my arm brushes against hers, and a whiff of her musky scent fills my nostrils, sending a shiver down my spine.

“I will be right back,” I say in a voice that I can barely recognize. “It should not take long.”

She nods and walks with me to the top of the stairs. “Thank you again,” she murmurs. Her voice carries a warmth that has nothing to do with the water heater.

I head down the stairs and walk back to the utility room to grab the small toolkit I keep there, then return to Unit 5.

Back in Madison’s bathroom, I kneel by the tub and remove the small cover plate behind the handle. Madison stands close behind me, close enough that I can sense the heat of her body. I try to ignore it and focus on my work.

I loosen the retaining screw, ease the cartridge out, and adjust the mixing valve so it can open properly again.

The work takes less than a minute. When I tighten the handle again, I turn the knob and let the water run.

Within a few seconds, steam begins to rise. The water shifts from cold to lukewarm, then gradually warms up.

“It is working,” I say.

Madison steps up beside me, close enough that her body presses against mine. I try to move, but there’s no room. She holds her hand under the stream, then looks up at me with a slow smile.

“It is perfect,” she says. “Thank you.”

Her deep blue eyes that nearly tempted me to sin once again mesmerize me. I’m unable to look away.  Our bodies are but inches away, and I can almost feel the crests of her breasts.

I take a deep breath and steady myself. “You should be fine now,” I say. “If anything else happens, just call me.”

“Of course,” she replies. “Trust me, I will.” She steps out of the tub, and I follow her lead.

I gather my toolkit and head for the doorway, but once again, she stops me. “Just a second, Mr. Haines,” she says.

I pause and turn around. Madison is holding a towel, and before I can protest, she moves closer to wipe the water from my face. “You’re all wet.”

“I’m fine,” I reply. “Don’t worry about it.”

But she insists, wiping my arms as well.

“That’s the least I can do,” she says, her dark blue eyes locking onto mine.

I give in, allowing her to continue.

“By the way, where is your sister?” I ask, mostly to distract myself. “You said she was moving in with you.”

“Oh, she’s at a conference in Vegas,” she says. “She should be back tomorrow.”

“I can’t wait to meet her,” I say. I wonder briefly what kind of conference it is, but I do not want to be nosy. I have not met Madison’s sister yet. The only thing I know about her is her name. Hailey.

My gaze inadvertently drifts to Madison’s shirt; the wet fabric clings to her, revealing her perky breasts and dusky nipples.

My cock jolts in response. Madison gasps and looks up at me. I curse silently and place a hand on her shoulder. “I should get going, Madison.”

She pouts slightly, but doesn’t insist this time. “Ok. Thanks again, Mr. Haines.”

“Good night, Madison.”

I turn and leave the room, aware of her presence behind me as I descend the stairs. Only when the door closes at my back do I let out a long breath, steadying myself as I cross the courtyard toward the utility room.

The night air is cool, but my skin feels warmer than before.


CHAPTER 3
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I walk across the courtyard to the utility room and return the toolkit to its place on the shelf. The metal door clicks softly as I close it. The night air is cool now, and the walkway lights cast long, gentle shadows along the building. I take a breath to steady myself before heading toward Unit 3.

I knock once. Anya opens the door almost immediately and steps aside, letting me in with her usual calm grace. She looks comfortable and striking tonight, dressed in a cream-colored T-shirt and soft gray joggers that make her look relaxed and inviting. Her dark blonde hair falls in loose waves down her back, still shiny from the shower she probably took earlier.

Charlotte sits curled up on the couch with her long legs folded beneath her. She is wearing a silky pale-green camisole and soft lounge shorts that make her look like she has already settled into the evening. Her chestnut hair is gathered into a loose braid over one shoulder, and the smile she gives me sends a familiar warmth into my chest. It has been weeks since our brief escape to Catalina Island, but the memories still feel vivid. I am not sure those feelings have fully disappeared, no matter how much time has passed.

A half-finished bottle of red wine sits on the coffee table with two glasses beside it. On the television screen, a paused image shows a couple kissing against a rain-splattered window, their hands exploring each other with an intensity I was not expecting to walk in on.

“Come sit,” Anya says with a soft smile. She moves toward the kitchen. “I will get you a glass.”

I take a seat on the armchair across from Charlotte.

“How’s the new job?” I ask. “You started two days ago, right?”

Her face lights up immediately. “It’s been amazing. I love the team. The title’s technically a step down, but I get to work with manuscripts all day, and everyone’s so passionate. It finally feels like I’m where I belong.”

“I am happy for you,” I say, and I mean it. There was always something bright and determined in her, something that made me admire her even before we crossed boundaries.

Anya returns and places an empty glass on the table for me. She pours a generous amount of wine, then reaches for the remote control to exit the paused film.

“What are you doing?” Charlotte says with clear disappointment. “I love this one. At least let me finish the scene.”

“He will not care for it,” Anya replies, giving me a small, gently teasing glance before she sits beside her.

I take a sip of wine. “What are you watching?”

Charlotte perks up. “It is called Winds of Desire. It is on Passionflix. It is based on a bestselling romance novel by this incredible author,” she gushes, glancing at Anya with an enigmatic smile. “The story is intense, emotional, and very character-driven.”

I recall she once teased me for not reading romance. She looks at me now with a familiar challenge in her eyes.

“I do not mind,” I say. “Go ahead.”

Charlotte smirks. “You will not regret it.” She lifts the remote and hits play.

The scene resumes with soft music and dim lighting. The couple on screen is now next to a kitchen counter, breathing hard, whispering lines I cannot imagine ever saying in my life. The woman’s hands travel up the man’s chest, and he lifts her onto the counter with slow, deliberate confidence. It is more intimate than I expected, definitely more explicit than anything I anticipated watching tonight.

Heat rises in my neck, and I shift in my seat, trying to look at the screen without looking too closely. Charlotte gives me a sidelong glance and bites back a laugh. Anya settles on the couch beside her, watching the scene with an expression of mild amusement, as if she has seen it before and knows exactly when the steamy parts are coming.

The actors begin kissing with increasing intensity. The woman’s blouse slips off her shoulder. The man’s hand moves to her thigh. I take a slightly larger sip of wine than I intended.

Charlotte leans in with a playful whisper. “See? Told you it was good.”

I clear my throat quietly, unable to hide the embarrassment creeping up my face. The scene continues to climb in heat, and I find myself wishing the characters would resolve whatever dramatic conflict they have and move on to something less intimate.

Neither woman seems bothered in the slightest. I suspect that makes my discomfort even more obvious.

I take another drink and fix my gaze on the wine bottle for a moment, doing my best to regain composure while the steam-filled scene unfolds just inches away.

I’ve shared intimate moments with both women, yet sitting between them as this scene unfolds feels oddly vulnerable. It stirs something forbidden within me: the emotions I harbor for each of them. Memories of nights with Charlotte on Catalina Island flood my mind, and a deep yearning grips my body. Meanwhile, Anya’s passion captivates me in a way I can’t ignore.

Could I possibly be fortunate enough to have them both? I know I shouldn’t entertain such thoughts, yet here I am. Goodness. It must stem from Gabby’s bold admission: “I wouldn’t mind sharing…” I can’t help but wonder if Anya and Charlotte share that sentiment.

The movie finally transitions to something tamer, and Charlotte grabs the remote to lower the volume. She turns toward Anya with a glowing expression.

“I swear, this story gets me every time,” Charlotte says.

Anya smiles modestly. “I am glad you like it.”

I take another sip of wine and glance between them. “You both seem very familiar with this one. Who wrote it?”

Charlotte opens her mouth, but Anya speaks first, quiet enough that I almost miss it.

“I did.”

For a moment, I am unable to process her words. I stare at her, certain I misheard, but her expression remains perfectly calm.

“You… wrote it,” I repeat.

She nods.

My mouth falls open. I try to speak and end up stumbling over my words in a way that feels uncomfortably adolescent. “That… that was your book? The entire movie? You wrote Winds of Desire?”

“Yes,” she says with an almost shy smile. “Under a pen name.”

I sit back, stunned. I remember her telling me, weeks ago, in my apartment, that she wrote “chick lit.” I had smiled, thinking she meant lighthearted romance blogs or short stories in a small magazine. I never imagined this. This is not “chick lit.” This is a bestselling novel that has been adapted into a full-length feature on Passionflix.

“Anya,” I say, still stammering. “I had no idea. I mean… this is incredible. You are… very talented.”

She lowers her gaze, a faint blush warming her cheeks. “Thank you,” she says softly. “But really, it is just work. It pays better than teaching.”

Charlotte lets out a bright laugh. “Better than teaching? It pays better than half the jobs in this city. Do not let her fool you, Walter. Anya is a superstar. I felt the same way when I found out she was the author behind her pen name. I have been a fan for years.” She taps her chest proudly. “Years.”

Anya waves a hand dismissively. “I am not a superstar. I am just trying to cover rent at Seaview Villas. My professoring paycheck barely manages that.”

Charlotte bumps her shoulder affectionately. “You are too modest. You wrote a book that millions of women adore. Including me.”

I look at Anya again, genuinely seeing her for the first time in a new light. The confident professor, the demanding tenant, the woman who was an “enemy” turned lover. She is also the mind behind a story passionate enough that even a brief glimpse embarrassed me.

“I cannot believe you never told me,” I say. “And you said “chick lit.’”

She gives a small, self-conscious smile. “I thought the truth would scare you off,” she admits.

I laugh under my breath, still astonished. “It did not.”

Anya holds my gaze, the corners of her mouth lifting. “Good.”

Anya scoots closer on the couch, her subtle perfume with notes of vanilla filling the space between us.

"Thank you for not judging me," she whispers, and before I can ask what exactly I haven't judged her for, her lips press against my cheek.

It's a chaste gesture, almost friendly, but something in the lingering pressure of her mouth sends electricity down my spine. I groan and find myself turning to kiss her back.

I don’t intend to deepen the kiss. I truly don’t, because of Charlotte’s presence. But the tension has been building all afternoon and evening, and it’s taking real effort to hold myself still.

First it was Gabby at her beachfront house, discussing my manuscript with those knowing eyes. "I wouldn't mind sharing a man who's worth sharing," she said, her gaze leaving no question about which man she meant.

Then her daughter Emma, a college student with some agenda written in the corners of her smile.

And just minutes ago, Madison, my former student and current tenant, tempting me with her wet shirt after I fixed her faucet. The memory of steam curling from her bathroom mingles with the warmth of Anya's lips.

My hand slides under Anya’s thin shirt, finding the smooth plane of her back. Her skin feels impossibly warm. She moans softly against my mouth. What is happening to me? Everything feels surreal, disconnected from the life I've known.

Walter Haines, ordinary man, landlord of Seaview Villas, failed English teacher, afraid of commitment. Suddenly I'm the ladies' favorite. It's absurd. It sounds like someone's romance novel, or perhaps a fantasy written by a lonely man. Certainly not my life.

And yet, I'm still kissing Anya Petrov, Russian Literature professor, my fingers tracing the delicate ridges of her spine.

Charlotte clears her throat. I'd almost forgotten she was here, watching the movie with us before things... evolved. "You two should probably get a room," she says softly. "Go upstairs. I'll finish the movie." Her voice lacks conviction, a tremor hiding beneath her practical suggestion.

Anya breaks our kiss, her gray eyes shining like polished silver. "No, that would be selfish." She turns to Charlotte with a smile that makes my heart skip. "You should join us instead."

My breath hitches. Am I dreaming? I had the wish just minutes ago but I'm still taken by surprise. I don't speak. Can't speak. It's a fantastic idea, one I can't pretend doesn't appeal to my basest instincts. I turn to look at Charlotte, waiting.

Charlotte's olive eyes brighten, catching the soft light of the living room lamp. "Are you sure?" she asks Anya, not me. Something passes between the women, an understanding I'm not privy to.

"I'm sure if you are," Anya replies, her accent thicker now with desire.

They both turn to me. "Are you up to it?" Anya asks, one eyebrow arched in challenge.

"Of course," I manage to say, my voice strained and barely recognizable to my own ears.

Charlotte doesn't hesitate. She moves toward me, and our lips connect. Her kiss is different from Anya's—familiar yet new. Her lips taste like the wine we were drinking earlier, rich and complex. Her tongue slides against mine with ease, reminding me of our passionate nights before she went back to New York.

I remember the Catalina Island hotel that overlooks the harbor, where we made love by the window, displaying our passion to the sky and the sea.

My hand finds her breast, cupping it over her bra. The weight feels right in my palm. I can feel her nipple hardening through the thin fabric.

As Charlotte and I continue to kiss, I feel Anya shift behind me. Her arms wrap around my torso, hands slipping under my shirt to touch bare skin. Her nails trace light patterns across my stomach, moving lower until she reaches the waistband of my jeans.

With deft fingers, she undoes the button, then the zipper, reaching inside to free me from the confining fabric of my boxer shorts. Her grip is firm but gentle as she begins to stroke me from behind.

I groan into Charlotte's mouth. My hands move to unclasp her bra beneath her shirt, fingers fumbling slightly in my eagerness. When I succeed, I slip my hands beneath the loosened cups to feel her breasts properly.

Charlotte moans and breaks our kiss to pull off her camisole, then her bra, exposing herself fully to the warm air of my living room.

I don't wait for an invitation to lean forward and take one nipple into my mouth. Her skin tastes slightly salty, and I savor it, swirling my tongue around the hardened peak.

Anya moves from behind me. She stands between my legs and slowly kneels on the floor. She takes my shaft in her mouth, her lips sliding down slowly, teasingly. The dual sensation of Charlotte's breast against my tongue and Anya's mouth around me is almost overwhelming.

Charlotte leans against the couch's armrest now, watching Anya give me oral pleasure while I continue to suck and lick at her breast. "This is hotter than any Passionflix movie," Charlotte says between moans, her hand moving to caress her other breast.

Charlotte spreads her thighs, one hand drifting down to touch herself through her panties. The sight makes me groan, vibrations passing from my mouth to her nipple. I free one hand from her breast to reach between her legs, pushing her fingers aside to touch her drenched sex myself. Even through the thin cotton of her underwear, I can feel how wet she is. I push the fabric aside and slip two fingers inside her, making her gasp.

"Don't stop," she begs, her hips rocking against my hand.

Meanwhile, Anya takes me deeper into her throat, a skill that once surprised me from the dignified professor, but now makes sense coming from a romance writer.

Her tongue does things that make coherent thought impossible. Pressure builds at the base of my spine, a familiar tightening that warns of impending release. I don't want this to end so quickly.

"Stop," I tell Anya, my voice rough. "I don't want to come yet."

She looks up at me, lips wet and slightly swollen, a question in her eyes. I nod toward Charlotte, whose breathing has grown rapid and shallow under my touch. Anya smiles, understanding what I'm suggesting. We're just getting started.

Anya stops and stands up, her lips curved in a satisfied smile despite being the one giving pleasure rather than receiving it. We shift positions with a wordless ease that feels natural despite its novelty.

I sit upright on the couch, my back against the cushions, as Charlotte rises to her feet and then straddles my lap. Her weight settles on me, perfect and warm. Our eyes lock as she slowly lowers herself onto my cock, taking me inside her with a soft gasp that might be the most beautiful sound I've ever heard.

She begins to move, finding a rhythm that makes her chestnut hair sway with each rise and fall of her hips. I place my hands on her waist, not guiding but simply holding, feeling the subtle flexing of muscles beneath her soft skin. Charlotte's eyes never leave mine, and I wonder what she sees there. Wonder? Lust? Perhaps both.

Anya sits down next to us on the couch, watching with unabashed interest. Her gray eyes are darker now, pupils dilated with arousal. For a minute, she simply observes, one hand slipping between her own thighs. The sight of her touching herself while watching us sends a fresh surge of heat through me.

With her free hand, Anya caresses my arm, then Charlotte's back, her touch light but deliberate. Then she stands, her movements graceful and unhurried. She pulls her T-shirt over her head, revealing a black lace bra that contrasts beautifully with her fair skin.

Her pants follow, pushed down slender legs to pool at her feet. The matching lace underwear completes the set, making me wonder if she had planned this all along.

Charlotte's rhythm falters slightly as she watches Anya undress. "God, you're gorgeous," she breathes, and Anya smiles in response.

Anya moves to stand behind Charlotte, reaching around to cup both her breasts. Charlotte moans loudly at the contact, her back arching, pushing her breasts further into Anya's hands and driving me deeper inside her.

"Yes," Charlotte gasps, her movements becoming more urgent. "Right there."

I can't tell if she's speaking to me or Anya, but it doesn't matter. We're moving together now, three bodies finding a shared cadence. Charlotte rocks against me while Anya kneads her breasts, occasionally pinching her nipples gently between thumb and forefinger.

I thrust upward to meet Charlotte's downward motion, feeling the slick heat of her enveloping me completely. The couch creaks slightly beneath us, a mundane sound that somehow heightens the surreal quality of the moment.

I, Walter Haines, former high school English teacher, current landlord of a modest apartment complex in Santa Monica, am having sex with two beautiful women at once. If someone had told me this morning that this would be happening, I would have recommended they seek professional help for their delusions.

Charlotte's breath comes faster now, her rhythm growing erratic. "I'm gonna come soon," she announces, her voice tight with approaching pleasure. Anya responds by sliding one hand down Charlotte's stomach to where our bodies join, finding the sensitive bundle of nerves above my penetration.

"Oh god," Charlotte whimpers, her inner muscles clenching around me. The sensation nearly pushes me over the edge, but I hold back, wanting to prolong this improbable ecstasy.

Charlotte's movements grow faster, more desperate. I grasp her hips more firmly now, helping her maintain the pace as Anya's fingers continue their clever work.

Charlotte's skin flushes pink, starting at her chest and rising to her face. Her lips part, eyes unfocused, looking at something beyond the physical world.

"Walter," she gasps, and hearing my name in that breathless voice sends a jolt through me. "Walter, I'm coming."

Her whole body tenses, then trembles as her orgasm washes over her. Her inner walls pulse around me in waves, making it nearly impossible to maintain my control.

I grit my teeth and think of unpaid bills, property tax assessments, anything to keep from finishing too soon.

Charlotte collapses against me, her forehead resting on my shoulder as she catches her breath. We hold still for a moment, the only sound in the room our combined breathing. Anya strokes Charlotte's back soothingly, waiting for her trembling to subside.

"It's my turn now," Anya finally says, her accent thicker than usual. "And I would like to do it doggie style."

Charlotte lifts her head from my shoulder and smiles at Anya over her shoulder. "I might need a minute to recover," she says with a breathless laugh.

Anya shimmies out of her lacy panties, the movement somehow both efficient and seductive. She removes her bra next, freeing breasts that are even fuller than I last saw. Without further ceremony, she gets down on the floor on all fours, looking back at me expectantly.

Charlotte lifts herself off me carefully, letting out a small sigh as we separate. But she doesn't move far. Instead, she helps me off the couch, tugging at the jeans still bunched around my thighs and pulling my T-shirt over my head. Before letting me go to Anya, she kneels and places a kiss on the tip of my erection, which hasn't flagged despite her powerful climax.

"I haven't had enough," she whispers against my skin, making me shiver.

"You'll have your second round after me," Anya says from her position on the floor.

I chuckle, quite flattered by their insatiable appetite. Who knew my ordinary existence could transform so completely in one evening? I kneel behind Anya, taking a moment to appreciate the view of her on all fours, waiting for me. I palm her backside first, feeling its firm roundness beneath my hands.

"Don't tease," she says, but her tone suggests she enjoys the anticipation.

I slip my hand between her thighs, finding her wet and ready. I stroke her folds, circling her entrance before moving up to tease her clit. She pushes back against my hand, wordlessly asking for more.

"Please," she finally says, abandoning pride for desire.

I spread her butt cheeks wider, positioning myself behind her. The head of my cock nudges against her entrance, and I pause there, savoring the moment before pleasure overtakes thought. Then I push forward, sliding into her in one long, slow thrust until I'm buried to the hilt.

Anya yelps with pleasure, her back arching beautifully. I begin to thrust slowly, establishing a rhythm while reaching down to cup her dangling breasts. Her nipples harden against my palms, and I roll them gently between my fingers, making her moan.

On the couch, Charlotte watches us with hungry eyes. She spreads her legs wide, one hand returning to the juncture of her thighs. Her fingers circle and stroke her still-sensitive flesh, glistening with her own wetness. Her other hand squeezes her breast, mimicking my touch on Anya.

The sight of Charlotte pleasuring herself while watching us nearly undoes me. My rhythm falters as heat builds at the base of my spine. I'm close, too close, but Anya begs for more.

"Deeper," she commands, and I comply, driving into her with renewed vigor.

I clench my teeth, trying to hold on, but making it more difficult is the way Anya's inner walls suddenly clench around me, as if her body is teasing mine.

"I'm close," I warn her, my voice strained.

"We should come together," she says, her words punctuated by little gasps as I continue to thrust. "Give it to me, Cowboy."

The nickname makes me laugh, but the sound transforms into a groan as Anya's muscles tighten around me again. I thrust faster, harder, feeling her respond in kind. When her inner muscles begin to squeeze me in waves, I know she's reached her peak.

I let go then, spilling inside her with a grunt that comes from deep in my chest. Anya cries out, her arms giving way so that her upper body collapses onto the floor while her hips remain elevated, still joined with mine.

Through the haze of my own pleasure, I hear Charlotte's sharp intake of breath. I turn my head to see her writhing on the couch, caught in the throes of her second orgasm of the night.

For a minute, none of us speak. The only sounds are our heavy breathing and the distant noise of traffic on Pacific Coast Highway. Reality seems to reassert itself slowly, reminding us that the world continues to exist beyond this room, beyond this unexpected convergence of desire.

"That was great," Charlotte finally says, at the exact moment Anya murmurs, "Incredible," and I whisper, "Amazing."

We laugh at the simultaneous commentary, the tension breaking.

Anya rolls over to lie on her back, breath still unsteady, and lets out a soft laugh. “So… was that your first threesome?”

Charlotte sits up on the couch. “For me, yes.”

Then she glances at me with a crooked smile. “You too, right?”

I nod. “Yes. First time.”

Charlotte asks Anya. “What about you?”

Anya brushes a curl away from her cheek and gives a small shrug. “College. My roommate and her boyfriend convinced me to join them one night.” She winces slightly at the memory. “It was fun until she got jealous. That part was strange.”

Charlotte laughs under her breath. “I can imagine.”

There is a soft pause before Anya adds, “But at least it taught me early that I am not built for committed relationships. I prefer things light. Flexible. No strings attached.”

Charlotte angles her head. “That surprises me.”

“Why?” Anya asks.

Charlotte nudges her. “You write romance. I expected you to be the happily-ever-after type.”

Anya snorts softly. “I write romance, not marriage. Big difference.”

I chuckle at the witty remark.

"You should include this in your book," Charlotte tells Anya, stretching languidly on the couch.

"Yes," Anya agrees with a smile. "Perhaps I should start writing harem fantasies."

I help her up from the floor, oddly touched by the idea that this experience might find its way into literature. It seems fitting somehow, this transformation of flesh into words. After all, isn't that what I've been trying to do with my own writing? Turn the messiness of life into something with meaning, with structure?

But those are thoughts for tomorrow. Tonight belongs to sensation, to the unexpected gift of connection with these two remarkable women.


CHAPTER 4
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It is late afternoon, and I am sitting in my armchair in the living room with Tom Jones open in my lap. I am near the end of the novel, somewhere around one of the many scenes where Tom proclaims his love for Sophia with a breathless kiss and a speech about destiny. Yet my mind refuses to stay in the eighteenth century. It keeps wandering elsewhere.

I keep thinking about Winds of Desire. About the movie I watched two nights ago with Anya and Charlotte. I already have the book. It’s been sitting on the coffee table since Anya placed it in my hands that night. And yet I haven’t opened it. Not once.

Perhaps because I still cannot fully process the fact that Anya wrote it. A bestseller. A Passionflix adaptation. A story far more compelling than anything I have ever taught or written. What else has she written? How long has she been doing this? Do I even want to know?

I close Tom Jones with a sigh and set it aside.

My laptop is on the coffee table. I flip it open before I can talk myself out of it. I’m not looking for the book. I already know where it is. I’m looking for her.

A quick search brings up Anya’s pen name, bold and confident above a catalog of her work. A dozen novels. Many of them bestsellers. The covers are polished and striking, drenched in emotion and heat. This isn’t a fluke. It’s a career.

I scroll slowly, feeling a strange mixture of pride and envy. So this is what she meant when she said she wrote “chick lit.” This is what she has been building on her own besides lecturing about other people’s stories in classrooms.

I glance down at the coffee table.

Winds of Desire is still there, waiting. The hard copy. The one she lent me. The one I promised I would read. Somehow, I never quite found the courage—or the time.

I close the laptop gently and reach for the book instead. The cover feels heavier than it should, as if carrying a hundred unspoken questions. Holding it, I settle back into the armchair and open to the first page.

I tell myself I will read only a chapter, maybe two. I have never been a romance reader. Men, supposedly, are not meant to enjoy these stories. We are supposed to read the classics, or tales of adventure and ambition, books that carry weight and purpose and never ask us to feel too much.

Yet the very first sentence proves me wrong.

I knew from the first moment that wanting him was a mistake, but my heart never cared for rules.

It is so powerful that I am hooked, completely. The next thing I know, I am twenty pages into a novel written by Anya, unable to pull my eyes from the screen.

Tom Jones lies forgotten on the side table.

Anya’s prose moves with a rhythm I recognize from her voice, quiet but sharp, understated but precise. She builds the tiniest moments into something electric. A glance. A touch. A sentence that seems to breathe against the skin.

There is something deeply human in her writing, something too honest to dismiss as entertainment. I feel the pull of the characters, their restraint, their longing. It is more compelling than any Flaubert, more vivid than any Hemingway, more sincere than anything I have written in my own career.

The realization makes my chest tighten. I should feel jealous or threatened or something fragile and defensive, but instead I feel admiration rising through me in a quiet, almost painful way. I flip to the next page.

Anya is a gifted storyteller. Not just good. Exceptional. She understands people, desire, fear, hunger, the aching need to be seen. She writes emotion with a clarity I do not possess, and I know it.

I stop, hand pressed to the spine of the book, wondering how long she has been carrying this talent in secret. How many nights she sat up writing while I sat across the courtyard editing my own manuscripts, oblivious to the fact that one of my tenants was crafting a story far more alive than any of mine.

I turn the page again. Another line catches me.

He wanted me, but restraint had carved itself into his bones.

My breath stalls. Anya wrote that sentence for a fictional man, yet it feels as if she has written straight through me. For a moment, I wonder whether the story could possibly be based on us. Anya and I did feel a spark the moment we met, something charged and unmistakable.

I check the publication date. Two years ago. That alone makes it impossible. Besides, I cannot imagine being the model for the novel’s intensely attractive protagonist, a man who moves through the pages with effortless confidence and rugged appeal. I am nothing of the sort.

Stop daydreaming and be real. I keep reading. I cannot stop, neither do I want to stop.

Despite my reluctance to acknowledge it, the novel feels like a mirror, reflecting parts of myself I didn’t expect to see. My hesitations. My desires. The quiet struggle between what I want and what I tell myself I must not want.

It’s incredible how much Anya understands. Did she see through me the moment we met?

A strange mixture of pride and shame wells up inside me. Pride that she is capable of turning something mundane into something extraordinary. Shame that I never saw it sooner.

I turn another page. Then another.

My eyes burn. I should take a break, but the book tightens its grip around me. It is more interesting than anything on my shelf, more absorbing than the classics I have taught, and more alive than the drafts I force myself to revise.

I am halfway through a paragraph when the sharp ring of the doorbell jolts me upright. The afternoon light has already begun to dim. Someone is at the door.

I lower the book, heart still thudding from the intensity of the story. The sound repeats. Someone is waiting.

I close Winds of Desire slowly, my thumb lingering on the indentation left by Anya’s name, or rather, by the name she writes under.

Then I stand, feeling both reluctant and breathless, and walk to the door.

When I open the door, Madison stands in the hallway with a laptop under her arm. She’s wearing a simple sundress with a denim jacket, her straight black hair falling neatly behind her. A cotton tote bag hangs from one shoulder.  She has a look of quiet desperation that immediately sets off alarms.

What happened two nights ago in my apartment flashes in my head, and I have to breathe in to steady myself.

“Hi,” she says, slightly out of breath. “I am so sorry to bother you again. I know it is late.”

“What is wrong?” I ask, hoping it is not the hot water issue again.

“My English paper is due tomorrow morning.” She lifts the laptop slightly. “I am completely stuck. I tried everything, but nothing makes sense. Could you help me? Just for a little bit?”

I shake my head. “Madison, I am not an English teacher anymore. You should go to your professor or the writing center.”

“They are closed,” she says quickly. “And I asked one of my classmates, but she has not read the book.”

“Have you tried online help?” I ask. “There are resources available.”

She bites her bottom lip, as if searching for reasons to refuse my suggestion. When she speaks, her voice softens to a pleading whisper. “Please, Mr. Haines. You are the only person I know who understands this stuff and the only one I trust. I really need you.”

I hesitate. I know better. The last time I tutored her, five years ago, it stirred feelings I spent months trying to bury. And now she stands in front of me, older, beautiful, looking at me with those dark blue eyes that once kept me awake at night.

“Madison,” I try again. “I do not think it is a good idea.”

“Just this once,” she says quickly. “I swear. I am usually on top of things, but I have been busy moving, and now I am out of time. I just need someone to point me in the right direction. Once I understand the idea, I can finish the paper easily. I will not take much of your time. Half an hour at most. Maybe less. I promise.”

Her voice cracks slightly on the last word, and the sound hits me harder than it should. I take a slow breath and step aside.

“All right,” I say. “Half an hour.”

She smiles, relieved, and slips inside as if she feared I would change my mind.

I let her in and guide her to the coffee table. She sits on the couch, and after a brief hesitation, I sit beside her and ask how she’s settling into her apartment.

She responds absently, already digging into her bag. When she pulls out a paperback, I catch a glimpse of the cover. Jane Eyre.

“My professor wants us to write about desire and restraint,” she says, flipping open the lid of her laptop. “How Jane and Rochester want each other but fight it. I thought you could help me understand why restraint makes the desire stronger.”

Restraint. Desire. The same human impulses Anya wrote about in her novel. The ones her protagonist wrestles with, and that I have been uncomfortably recognizing in myself. For a ridiculous moment, I even consider referring Madison to Anya—she certainly understands this subject far better than I do.

But the idea is, of course, absurd. And Madison would never go for it.

I clear my throat, forcing my thoughts back to the page. “It is a common theme in literature. Wanting something and knowing you should not creates tension.”

She watches me with a studying gaze. “So like when two people feel something but try to pretend they do not.”

“Yes,” I say carefully. “Exactly.”

She considers for a moment and nods. “Rochester is older. More experienced. He knows he should not pursue Jane. She knows he is too dangerous for her. But that is what makes it all intense.”

She begins typing, her voice low as she reads what she writes. “When two people feel the pull but believe they should resist it, every moment gets sharper.”

A dangerous line. Far too close to the truth.

“That is part of it,” I reply, keeping my tone neutral. “The moral conflict heightens the emotions.”

She bites her lip. “Do you think age gaps make desire stronger in real life too?”

I pause, wary of where this is headed. “Sometimes it can create contrast. One person may have maturity the other finds grounding.”

She nods, typing again. “An age gap can intensify the tension because experience meets innocence,” she murmurs. “It creates imbalance… and attraction.”

I curse silently. Is she teasing me on purpose, or am I overreacting? It takes everything in me to pretend I do not see how her comment applies to us. “Well put,” I say, aiming for a professional tone.

“Like you and me,” she says quietly.

My breath catches. Damn. I was right. She is doing this deliberately.

“Madison,” I warn her.

“I am just saying,” she adds with a light shrug. “We have an age gap. Does that automatically make any feeling stronger? More forbidden?”

“We should stay focused on the novel.”

She smiles faintly, as if she knows she has touched something tender and is waiting to see what I do with it.

Madison shifts closer as we continue discussing Jane Eyre, her knee brushing mine in a way that feels anything but accidental. She points to a passage in the paperback, leaning forward so her hair slips loose, brushing the back of my hand.

“It’s interesting,” she says. “In the book, Jane keeps trying to pull away, and Rochester is the one drawing her back.”

When I do not respond, she lifts her gaze to mine, her expression thoughtful. “But with us… it’s the opposite, isn’t it?”

“Madison,” I say quietly. “You should focus on your paper.”

She ignores the warning, her voice turning soft and deliberate. “I am focusing. Age doesn’t always decide who wants more. Sometimes the younger one is the one pulling closer.”

She smiles—a small, knowing curve of her mouth that makes it clear she has no intention of making this simple.

I choose not to respond. Madison is an intelligent girl. It is obvious now that the reason she came here was not just to ask for help. She wants to be close to me.

The realization makes my heart race despite my attempt to remain unaffected.

“Do you have more questions?” I ask quietly. “Or are you ready to write the paper?”

Madison bites her lip, understanding that it is my way of asking her to leave. She nods and closes the lid of her laptop. “Actually… I’m good. I should leave you alone.”

She gathers her things and stands. I rise automatically to walk her out.

As she steps around the coffee table, her foot catches on the loose strap of her tote bag lying beside it. She stumbles forward with a soft gasp.

“Careful—” I reach out instinctively.

She falls against me before I can think, her hands gripping my shirt, her face inches from mine. For a moment neither of us moves. Her breath warms my neck. Her body fits against me far too easily.

“Sorry,” she whispers, though she makes no attempt to pull away.

“It’s all right,” I manage quietly.

Her eyes lift to mine—dark blue, wide, hopeful. And then, before caution can catch up to either of us, she rises onto her toes and presses her lips to mine.

A soft kiss. Tentative. Searching. For one dangerous heartbeat, I don’t push her away.

It feels familiar. Too familiar.

Suddenly, the memory hits me—the moment five years ago at Whitman when she kissed me out of nowhere, impulsive and trembling. A kiss on the cheek, but from a student who didn’t understand the power she held. It haunted me for months afterward. I told myself I had imagined the intensity. I told myself it meant nothing.

But this… this is the same spark, the same reckless pull.

And it is still wrong.

“Madison, no.” I grip her shoulders gently but firmly, putting space between us.

She looks up, startled. “I’m sorry. I thought you wanted…”

“What are you doing?” I demand, harsher than I intend. “Why are you here, Madison? Why Seaview Villas? Did you… find out where I lived? Did someone at Whitman tell you? Did you follow me?”

She recoils as if I’ve struck her. “What? No!” Her eyes widen, shocked and offended. “You think I’m sick? You think I stalked you?”

“Then why,” I insist, struggling to steady my voice, “did you move into my building? Of all places? You show up asking for tutoring, you push boundaries—”

“Push boundaries?” she snaps, voice breaking. “I asked you for help with my paper. I kissed you because I thought you felt something too. That’s all.”

I breathe hard, struggling to hold myself together. ‘Why are you here, Madison? Don’t lie to me. You didn’t come for the quiet or the ocean. What’s the real reason?

For a moment she looks as if she might bolt. Then something inside her gives way, the bravado collapsing, replaced by something rawer.

“I came because of Hailey,” she says. “Not you.”

I freeze. Then I shake my head. “I don’t believe that.”

She presses her hands against her eyes, shoulders trembling. “You want the truth? Fine. Hailey’s ex-boyfriend has been putting her down for years. He tells her she’s stupid, that she can’t live on her own, that no one else would want her. He controls every little thing she does. He makes her feel small so she’ll never leave him.”

Her voice cracks.

“She finally broke up with him, but he still won’t leave her alone. He keeps coming to her door, even late at night. She needed a clean break—somewhere far enough away that he wouldn’t keep finding her.”

I swallow. The anger evaporates, replaced by a different ache.

“So I decided to find a place for us,” Madison continues, wiping her cheeks. “I chose Seaview because it is safe, with the gate and all that. If her ex finds her, he can’t get to her easily. The unit is spacious enough for Hailey to stay with me. It is a bit expensive, but we can manage. And it is close to the bus stops. The Big Blue Bus takes me straight to UCLA.”

“I see.” I let that settle in. The air in the room feels heavier now, stripped of flirtation and tension, replaced by something quieter and painfully human. Madison’s shoulders fold inward, her earlier bravado gone. She stands in my living room looking small, tired, and far older than her years.

I exhale, feeling guilt slide coldly down my spine.

“I’m sorry,” I say at last, my voice low. “I shouldn’t have assumed what I did. I shouldn’t have accused you.”

She shrugs, still not quite meeting my eyes. “It’s fine.”

“It isn’t,” I say. “What you said about helping your sister—that was admirable. And I treated you like—”

“Like the immature teenager I was five years ago,” she finishes softly. “I get why you’d think that.”

That stings more than anything. “That’s not what I meant.”

She nods, but the distance doesn’t close. She adjusts the strap of her bag, her movements slow and careful. “I should go. It’s getting late.”

“Madison—” I start, though I’m not even sure what I’m trying to stop.

She finally looks up. Her eyes are rimmed red, but her voice is steady.

“I won’t kiss you again,” she says quietly. “You don’t need to worry about that. I didn’t mean to make things uncomfortable. I just… I couldn’t help it.”

I wait.

She swallows. “I like being with you. Talking about books. Like before. I got carried away. I’m sorry.”

Something twists sharply in my chest.

“You’re welcome to come back,” I say before I can stop myself. “To talk about literature. Any time.”

Her lips tremble into the faintest smile. “Thank you, Mr. Haines.”

There’s a long, weighted pause.

Then she turns and walks to the door. I follow her, though I keep a respectful distance. When she steps into the hallway, she hesitates only long enough to whisper, “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” I reply.

The door closes softly behind her.

For several seconds I stand there, staring at the wood grain, listening to the fading echo of her footsteps. The apartment feels colder, emptier than before she arrived. My pulse hasn’t slowed; my breath still isn’t steady.

Desire, guilt, fear, responsibility—they crash together inside me until I can no longer tell one from the other.

I press a hand against the doorframe and shut my eyes.

Madison Walker. That bright, flirtatious young woman I thought I understood. In the span of minutes, she has become someone else entirely. Not a reckless girl trying to seduce me, but a young woman carrying more weight than she should, trying to protect her older sister with everything she has.

She is young, far younger than she should have to be to carry so much. Vulnerable, yes, but also steady in a way I never gave her credit for. Determined to protect her sister, even when she is barely holding herself together.

And I… I am such an old fool.


CHAPTER 5
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Paul meets me outside Unit 2 mid-morning, tool bag in hand. The sun is already bright, warming the pale stucco walls of Seaview Villas. When we step inside, the unit looks much like any other in the Villas, except it has retained most of its original Spanish Colonial Revival details.

Arched doorways frame the living and dining areas. The terra cotta tiles in the kitchen, which Paul fought to keep during the last renovation, still hold their rustic charm. The bathroom’s blue-and-yellow decorative tiles brighten the space. Upstairs, exposed beams stretch across the high ceiling, keeping the bedroom cool and airy.

Paul gives an approving nod. “I hate to see this, but really, not much to do, Walter. It looks almost the same as I last saw it a year ago.”

He’s right. The unit stayed in good condition largely because John was seldom home except late at night. Charlotte’s ex-husband lived here alone for nearly a year, drifting in and out of the apartment like a guest in his own life.

The unit saw plenty of perfume and stilettos… but almost no cooking, cleaning, or daytime use.

“Some touch-up paint,” Paul continues, “regrout the shower, and this place is ready for a new tenant.”

I nod, running fingers along a doorframe still smooth from last year’s refinishing. “Good. I want it listed soon.”

Before we can discuss scheduling, a knock hits the open doorframe.

David Lin from Unit 6 stands there, dark circles carved under his eyes, baby monitor clipped to his belt. Ever since his son was born six months ago, the young man has aged considerably.

“Good morning, Walter,” David says.

“Morning,” I say. “Everything alright?”

“Not really,” he says. “I haven’t slept for days. Neither has my girlfriend.”

“Is it because of the baby?”

“The baby’s fine,” he says. “It’s… actually about our new neighbor, the girl in Unit 5.”

That catches me off guard. Madison? “What about her?”

David sighs. “She plays music at night. And our bedroom shares a wall.”

I frown slightly. This does not match my impression of Madison at all. She seems like the type who studies late into the night, flirty yet quiet, always polite and considerate. She can be impulsive sometimes, but loud, disruptive behavior is the last thing I would expect from her.

I also know that parents with young babies are awake at unpredictable hours. Noise issues can be complicated. I do not want to jump to conclusions.

So I ask, “How loud is she?”

David hesitates. “Not really loud, but… constant. It is like ambient music. We hear it through the wall, and it keeps us awake.”

I exchange a glance with Paul, who enjoys watching tenant disputes unfold more than he admits.

“Well, David,” I say after a moment, “playing music is allowed, but I will speak to her and see what can be done.”

“I am not trying to get anyone in trouble,” David adds quickly. “It has just been difficult these past few months. We barely sleep because of the baby, and now the new neighbor…” His voice trails off.

The irony isn’t lost on me. Anya, who occupied Unit 5 before Madison, complained incessantly about the baby’s cries next door. She wielded that noise as leverage to negotiate a lower rent when she moved to Unit 3—along with her audacious demand for a quartz countertop.

But Madison? Not a single complaint so far. Not even a hint that she hears the baby at all.

And now she’s the one being accused of noise? Strange.

“I’ll talk to her,” I say gently. “Thanks for letting me know.”

David sags with relief. “I appreciate it, Walter. I just need one night of real sleep.”

He heads back to his unit, the baby monitor crackling faintly.

After David leaves, I linger in Unit 2 with Paul until we finalize the last of the remodeling details. Once we are done, I head straight to Madison’s apartment.

I pause at her door and draw a slow breath. Two days have passed since our tutoring session, yet the memory of her kiss and everything she confessed afterward still sends an unwelcome warmth through me.

I knock and wait. There is no reply.

I press the doorbell. The apartment remains quiet.

She must already be at school. My first impulse is to check the parking lot, but I stop myself. She does not drive. She takes the Big Blue Bus, and the stop is only a short walk from the Villas. That convenience was one of the things she liked about the apartment.

I return to my own unit and try to write. An hour passes without a single decent sentence. By lunchtime, my refrigerator is empty, so I settle on ramen from the pantry.

I am boiling water when a sudden burst of barking erupts outside the front gate. The sound is sharp, relentless, and surprisingly loud for its pitch. A moment later, a woman’s voice follows, gentle but firm.

“No, Hercules. Be nice.”

Hercules. I imagine a large, muscular dog. Maybe a German Shepherd. Possibly a Husky.

Then a man laughs. “It is alright.”

I glance out the window that overlooks the courtyard, but the only person I see is Edwin crossing the courtyard toward his unit.

Probably a passerby walking her dog outside the gate.

I return to making lunch.

After finishing a bowl of ramen, I decide to make a quick trip to the grocery store. When I step outside, I notice the front gate of the Villas is propped open. A small car is parked on the street just beyond it, its trunk open and unattended.

I walk over and bend down to slide the heavy rubber doorstop away from the base of the iron gate so I can close it. As I lift the gate slightly, a woman’s voice calls out behind me.

“Please don’t close it.”

I turn and see a young woman walking toward me. She has short black hair and striking blue eyes that remind me immediately of Madison. The resemblance is unmistakable. This must be Hailey.

“You must be Hailey,” I say.

She stops a few steps from the gate and offers a small, polite smile. “Yes. Are you Mr. Haines?”

“That’s right,” I reply. “Are you moving in today?”

She nods. “Yes. The car outside is mine. I am bringing in some smaller items today, and the movers will bring the rest tomorrow.”

I set the rubber stop back under the gate to keep it open. “Welcome. I do want to mention that it is better not to leave the gate open unattended. It is for security.”

“Oh, I am so sorry,” she says at once. “I will not do it again.”

Before I can reply, a medium-sized tricolor Jack Russell Terrier bursts out of Unit 5 and charges straight toward me, a leash trailing behind him. His coat is mostly white with black and brown patches, and he barks with fierce determination for a dog his size.

“Stop it, Hercules,” Hailey calls, hurrying forward.

The dog pauses but continues a low growl until she gathers the leash in her hand. She gives me an apologetic look. “I am sorry. He is usually sweet, but he gets protective.”

So this little creature is Hercules, the dog I heard earlier. I almost burst out laughing.

“Is he yours?” I ask.

Hailey hesitates. “Not exactly,” she says quietly. “I found him on the street in Vegas.”

“You did?” I recall that Madison mentioned her sister was at a conference there.

She nods. “Yes. He came right up to me and then followed me for blocks to my hotel. I took him to a shelter to check for a microchip. They registered him and told me I could keep him while waiting for the owner to claim him. It has been almost a week with no response. I even extended my stay in Vegas because of him.”

Her kindness is obvious, which makes what I say next feel heavier.

“That was very kind of you, Hailey,” I say gently. “But I am sorry to tell you that dogs are not allowed here.”

Her mouth opens in shock. “Oh no. I am so sorry. It did not even cross my mind. Everywhere I have lived allowed pets, so I just assumed…”

“I do not prohibit all pets,” I explain. “Small animals like birds, fish, and hamsters are fine. Cats are fine too. But no dogs.”

Hailey’s blue eyes widen. “That doesn’t seem fair. Why?”

I try to come up with a convincing reason. The truth is that I do not really have one. It is simply a rule I inherited from my old man. He did not like what dogs did to his apartments, and I am sure he had his reasons.

“They can damage the floors,” I say finally. “And they tend to be noisy.”

“I see.” Hailey lowers her eyes and gazes at the dog for a brief moment, then looks up again with a hopeful expression. “Like I said, his owner might call any time. And until then, I promise Hercules will behave. I will make sure he does. Please let him stay for now.”

I hesitate, but only for a moment. How can I tell a woman who rescued a stray dog from another state to drop him at a shelter?

“Alright,” I say. “Okay. He can stay for now.”

Hailey’s face brightens into a smile. It reminds me of Madison’s, but more composed, more mature.

“Thank you, Mr. Haines,” she says. “Madison was right. You are a nice man.”

“No problem,” I reply, slightly flushed. “Welcome to Seaview Villas.”

I turn toward the parking lot and head for my car. Hailey’s smile and striking blue eyes linger in my mind until I sit behind the wheel. The rumble of the engine finally shakes me back to reality.

What on earth have I done?  Allowing a dog in the apartment.  What if the owner never calls?
What if this little terrier is a nonstop barker?

I have not even dealt with Madison’s noise issue yet, and now I may have a potential barker on my hands.

Great. Just great.


CHAPTER 6
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By late morning, the sound of a truck engine rolls through the courtyard of Seaview Villas. I look up from my laptop and see a white moving van idling at the curb. Two men jump down from the back and begin unloading boxes, each marked with written letters I cannot make out from this distance.

Right. Today is the day Hailey Walker moves in.

I step outside just as the movers wheel a dolly stacked with books toward Unit 5. Hailey is standing by the gate, holding the door open and giving directions. Hercules sits obediently at her feet, leash wrapped twice around her wrist. He gives a soft bark when he notices me, then quiets when Hailey nudges him gently with her knee.

“Good morning, Mr. Haines,” Hailey calls out with a bright smile.

“Morning,” I reply. “Looks like everything is going smoothly.”

“Pretty much. They were available sooner than I expected, so I figured I’d get it all done today.”

One of the movers asks her where to put a large wardrobe box, and she points toward the stairs. She looks more put-together than yesterday: fitted black jeans, a loose striped shirt tucked at the front, hair pinned back in a way that shows her eyes even more clearly. She seems calm, focused, quite different from the flustered woman who apologized repeatedly about the dog.

Hercules watches the movers with interest, tail flicking, but stays close to her leg.

“Let me know if you need anything,” I say. “And just make sure nothing blocks the walkway. We’ve had people trip over boxes before.”

“I will. Thank you,” she says. “And thank you again for… you know.” She glances down at Hercules, who tilts his head as if he understands.

I clear my throat. “It’s temporary. Until we hear from the shelter.”

“Of course,” she says quickly. “I’m grateful for the chance.”

The movers bring in another armful of boxes. One is labeled Kitchen, another Paperbacks. That catches my eye for a moment, but I decide not to ask.

I linger a moment longer than necessary, watching as the movers disappear into Unit 5.

Hercules nudges Madison’s foot with his nose, and she bends to scratch behind his ear.

After I return to my unit, I wonder how much of what Madison told me about her sister is true. Hailey seems gentle and warm, but she does not look like a woman running from an intimidating ex-boyfriend.

I cannot help questioning the rest of her story as well. What exactly does she do for a living? Madison said her sister had been at a conference in Vegas, but what kind of conference? And why would someone like Hailey attend one?

I try to picture the possibilities. A business conference, maybe. But Hailey does not strike me as a businesswoman. She is too soft-spoken, too gentle around the edges.

Perhaps something academic. Or medical. Or even real estate. None of those seem right either. There is nothing about her that carries the polished confidence I usually associate with people in those fields.

I consider tech next. That is at least possible. Tech people come in every personality type, and conferences are held constantly. But even that feels like a stretch. Hailey does not give the impression of someone who codes or pitches ideas or networks with strangers.

The more I try to imagine it, the less certain I become. So I give up.

The moving truck pulls away in the early afternoon, its engine fading until the courtyard feels quiet again. The movers have left a few scuff marks on the walkway and a faint trail of dust, but otherwise Seaview Villas has returned to its usual rhythm. The air smells of sun-warmed stucco and the ocean a few blocks away.

I tell myself I should get back to my own work. Peter Chronin is stranded in the middle of a chapter on my laptop, waiting for me to decide how his life collapses this time. Instead, I find my feet carrying me across the courtyard toward Unit 5.

It is, strictly speaking, unnecessary. Hailey’s sister has lived here for days. The utilities are working. There is no real need for the landlord to perform a follow-up inspection thirty minutes later.

I decide that it is professional to check whether she needs anything else. That is the story I tell myself as I walk past the bougainvillea and up the short path to her front door. It sounds almost convincing.

The door of Unit 5 is slightly ajar, letting in a stripe of afternoon light. I knock on the wood and listen.

“Hailey?” I call.

There is no reply from downstairs, but I catch the muffled sound of a woman’s voice above me. It is faint and sing-song, the way people talk to children or pets. I hear a soft splash and a brief, indignant bark that dissolves into whining.

“Hold still, Hercules,” Hailey says from upstairs. “You are almost done. Stop being dramatic.”

I hesitate on the threshold, then step inside, leaving the door partly open.

“Hailey?” I call again, raising my voice toward the staircase. “It is Walter.”

There is a pause, then a louder reply. “Hi, Mr. Haines. I am upstairs. I am giving Hercules a bath. I will be down in a minute.”

There is no point standing in the middle of her living room while she wrestles a wet terrier in the bathroom.

“That is alright,” I call back. “I will stop by later.”

“Okay,” her voice comes faintly over the sound of the dryer. “Thank you.”

I turn toward the door, intending to leave, when something beside the sofa catches my eye. A cardboard box sits on the floor with its lid folded back. The label on the side is simple, written in neat black marker: Paperbacks. The same box I saw the movers carry earlier in the morning.

I should ignore it. Tenants’ belongings are none of my business. However, the top of the box is open, and the spines of the books are lined up in full view. It is impossible not to see the titles printed in glossy letters.

I step a little closer.

Multiple editions of the same book sit together on the shelf, each with a different cover. The title runs along the spine in bold type: Affair with an Older Man. Next to those are others with similar fonts. Daddy’s Girl. Forbidden Attraction. Letter to the Professor. Every single one is by the same author: Kate Wylde.

The name is unfamiliar, but the pattern is obvious. These are not textbooks or literary classics. These are romances. Steamy ones, judging by the titles and the covers. Looks like Hailey is a fan of this author.

I study the covers of the books for a moment longer than I should. A man who writes time travel and high school regret has no right to feel superior, yet I catch myself wondering what kind of mind produces a book called Daddy’s Girl. Then I remember Anya’s pen name and the movie we watched together on Passionflix. Winds of Desire. I have no grounds to judge.

Upstairs, Hailey’s low murmur is replaced by a quick series of footsteps and a small thump, as if Hercules has shaken himself free and sprayed water in every direction.

I pull my gaze away from the box. It is none of my business. Whoever Kate Wylde is, her identity is not my concern, and it is certainly not my place to be reading the titles of someone else’s paperbacks like a nosy neighbor.

I take a step back toward the front door.

Just then I hear the metallic click of the front gate. Someone has entered the courtyard. I look through the open doorway and see Madison heading toward Unit 5 with the familiar cotton tote slung over her shoulder. Her dark hair is pulled into a messy ponytail, and she is wearing a soft T-shirt and jeans. Her steps are quick, as if she already belongs here.

I leave the apartment to meet her at the threshold.

“Hi,” she says when she reaches the door. “You’re here.”

“Yes,” I reply. It’s been three days since her visit to my apartment, and yet her faint smile sends an immediate reaction through me. I clear my throat before continuing. “I was checking in on your sister. She’s upstairs giving the dog a bath.”

I can hear the blow dryer start up, a steady roar that fills the upper floor.

Madison grins, then leans in a little closer, lowering her voice even though the hair dryer upstairs is loud enough to drown anything out.

“I told her to give him a bath. That little rascal has been everywhere—our couch, our bed, our clothes. As cute as he is, I am not about to sleep on dog germs.”

I raise an eyebrow. “So you are not a fan of dogs?”

“Not really,” she says with a playful roll of her eyes. “But what can I do? Hailey worships him. It is like she suddenly got herself a furry toddler.”

“I see,” I say, unable to hide the note of admiration. “You are willing to put up with it for her.”

My voice slips deeper than I intend. Her eyes lift to mine for a brief second, bright and knowing. The memory of her impulsive kiss flickers across my mind, and a warm flush creeps along the back of my neck.

She seems to sense the shift and casually steps back from it, letting the tension disperse as if brushing lint off her sleeve. Her gaze drifts past me into the living room, taking in the boxes and crates, the newly delivered couch still wrapped in plastic film, and the scatter of loose packing paper—a scene of transition and new beginnings.

Then she looks at me with a calmer, more thoughtful expression.

“It is kind of you to check on her,” she says quietly. “Hailey is doing fine, I promise. Did you need anything else?”

I clear my throat. This is the reason I came. Not the dog, not the books, but the conversation I have been putting off since David cornered me in Unit 2.

“Yes,” I say. “I wanted to speak with you for a moment, if you have time.”

She steps inside and closes the door gently, as if that will keep the sound of our voices from traveling upstairs. The gesture is small, but it tells me she already suspects this will be a delicate topic.

“Sure,” she says. “What is wrong?”

I motion toward the sofa, but she shakes her head.

“I would rather stand,” she says. “If that is alright.”

“That’s fine,” I say, shifting my weight, suddenly aware of how small the living room feels with the newly moved-in furniture. “It’s about the music at night.”

Madison’s shoulders stiffen. “The music,” she repeats.

“Yes,” I say. “David from Unit 6 spoke to me yesterday. He mentioned that you play music late at night and that he can hear it through the wall. He and his partner are already waking up with the baby, so the extra sound has been difficult for them.”

Color rises in her cheeks. She stares at the floor for a moment, then looks up at me.

“I am so sorry,” she says. “I did not know it was that noticeable. I thought it was low enough that no one would hear it.”

“He said it was not very loud,” I reply. “Just constant. Enough to keep them awake.”

She presses her lips together, thinking. When she speaks again, her voice is softer.

“It is because of the baby,” she says.

I frown. “The baby?”

She nods. “I was trying to block him out. Not in a bad way. I just mean… he cries at random times. Two in the morning. Four. Six. I know it is not their fault. Babies cry. I feel terrible even saying this, but the sound gets inside my head and I cannot sleep. So I play music. Softly. Just enough so my brain has something else to cling to.”

“You should’ve told me,” I say, although I don’t even know what I could’ve done.

She gives a small, uncomfortable shrug.

“I did not want to complain to you,” she admits. “Because when I came to see the apartments, you warned me about the baby noise before I signed the lease. And I arrogantly told you I had lived in noisy places before and could handle it. I really believed that. I did not think it would be a big deal.”

Her shoulders slump slightly.

“But the truth is that it is pretty bad,” she says quietly. “It wakes me up every time. I did not want to bother them,” she continues. “They seem to be nice people and they look exhausted. I did not want to be the neighbor who knocks on their door and says, ‘Your baby is too loud.’ So I tried to handle it on my own.”

Her explanation is so honest that it takes me a moment to respond. She is not defensive. Not angry. Just tired and trying to be considerate, caught between her own insomnia and her desire not to burden someone else.

“I understand,” I say quietly. “You were not being inconsiderate. You were trying to cope.”

“I can use earphones,” she says at once, almost desperate to fix the problem. “They just get uncomfortable after a few hours, but I will do it.”

“Thank you,” I reply. “You do not have to suffer, though. You could also try lowering the volume a little more. I will speak with David again and let him know you did not realize the sound was carrying through the wall.”

She studies my face for a moment, as if checking for any trace of annoyance. Whatever she sees there seems to reassure her. She lets out a slow breath.

“Thank you,” she says. “I really do not want to be a problem tenant.”

“You are not a problem,” I say. “You are doing your best.”

Her eyes soften at that, and for a moment my heart aches at how much the girl I knew from five years ago has grown. She is no longer a girl at all, but a young woman doing her best to hold her life together. I feel an urge to hold her, to tell her everything will be fine, but I keep it to myself.

She glances toward the ceiling, where a faint, irregular thump suggests that Hercules is attempting to escape the bathroom.

“There was something else,” she says, lowering her voice even more. “About the dog.”

I knew this was coming.

“Yes,” I say. “Hailey and I talked about it yesterday.”

“I know,” Madison replies. “She told me. She said you were very kind, letting Hercules stay for now, even though the rules say no dogs. That means a lot to her.”

“I only agreed temporarily,” I say. “Until we hear whether the owner will claim him.”

Madison steps closer, as if drawing into a tighter circle of confidence.

“Can I ask you a favor?” she whispers.

“What is it?”

“If someone does claim Hercules, we will return him. Of course we will. But… if no one does, would you consider letting us keep him permanently? Hailey needs him. More than she needs anything right now.”

“Permanently?” My hesitation is immediate. “I am not sure I can promise that right now.”

“I know it’s a lot to ask, but please consider it,” Madison says quietly. “She has been different since she found him. Calmer. Less anxious. Hercules helps her breathe.”

Her sincerity catches me. I think of Hailey’s shy smile at the gate, the way she extended her stay in Vegas so the dog would not be abandoned, the relief in her eyes yesterday when I said he could stay.

I do not really know what to say, so I shift the topic slightly. “What if someone claims him and takes him away?”

“That is what I am afraid of,” Madison says softly. “If that happens, we might need to get Hailey another dog…”

Of course. That circles back to the same question: Will I allow it?

I remain silent. Part of me wants to be the generous landlord who grants her wish. But the more sensible part warns me not to make a promise I might regret.

While I hesitate, Madison looks up at me with those dark blue eyes that once kept me awake at night. Hell, they kept me awake just two nights ago. Now there is nothing seductive in them—only honest pleading, raw and unguarded.

I take a slow breath. “In principle, I do not allow dogs here because of noise and potential damage. It was my father’s rule, and I kept it. I cannot promise anything permanent yet. I need time to think.”

“I understand,” she says quickly. “If he barks or destroys something or bothers anyone, you can tell us. We will take responsibility. We will pay for any damage. We will train him. Whatever it takes.”

Her urgency moves something in me before I can stop it. I nod.

“We will see how it goes,” I say. “I will give you some time—days, maybe weeks. That is all I can promise for now.”

Relief floods her face instantly, softening every line of her expression. Her shoulders ease. Her mouth curves into a smile that feels too warm to be only about a dog.

“Thank you,” she whispers. “Really. Thank you, Mr. Haines.”

“You are welcome,” I say. “Just keep him from frightening your neighbors. And try to manage the noise as best you can.”

“We will,” she promises. “I swear. He can be a good boy. He just likes to pretend he is ferocious.”

As if on cue, a patter of paws echoes from above. Then a clumsy scramble on the stairs, and Hercules appears—still damp from the bath, fur sticking up in wild spikes. He bounds down the last few steps and spots me.

This time he does not bark. He trots over with hesitant enthusiasm, tail wagging in uneven strokes. He circles my feet, sniffing, his little body trembling with leftover excitement.

Madison laughs softly. “See, he wants to be your friend.”

The dog looks up at me with bright, alert eyes, ears pointed forward in hope.

I exhale, crouch a little, and extend my hand. He sniffs, then gives my fingers a soft, tentative lick.

I hesitate, not because of the dog, but because letting myself enjoy this feels like another small surrender.

Reluctantly, I scratch the top of his head.

His fur is still damp and carries the scent of dog shampoo. The terrier closes his eyes briefly, leaning into the contact as if memorizing it.

“Good boy,” Madison whispers.

I straighten, suddenly aware of how quiet the room has become. Madison watches me with a soft, grateful expression. Hercules presses once against my shin before wandering back toward her.

“I’ve got to go,” I say. “I’ll see you around.”

“Bye, Mr. Haines,” Madison says.


CHAPTER 7
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It is late afternoon, and I am stretched out in my armchair with Winds of Desire open in my hands. It is the same copy Anya lent me a few days ago. I have already finished the novel once, but I don’t want to return it yet. I keep circling back to certain passages, unable to resist the pull of her writing.

I reread a paragraph near the middle of the book, one of the high heat scenes. The language is bold, seductive, and impossible to ignore. It is arousing, of course, but not in the crude way pornography is. It feels like art. It feels like someone reaching directly into the reader’s senses with purpose and precision.

She surrendered to the pressure of his hands, her resistance melting like snow against fire. His mouth found the hollow of her throat, and her pulse fluttered beneath his lips like a trapped bird. 'I've wanted this since the moment I saw you,' he whispered, his voice a rough caress against her skin.

I curse under my breath as a familiar warmth rises through my body.

I set the book aside and take a slow breath. A moment later, I find myself chuckling.

Anya Petrov. A Russian literature professor with a sharp tongue and even sharper eyes, and a bestselling romance writer on top of that. Anyone else would be surprised, but I realize I should not be. Her confidence is in every sentence. Her passion runs through the pages as if the words are spoken directly from her lips. When I read her dialogue, I can almost hear her voice, playful and sensual at the same time.

As I stare at the open pages, my imagination betrays me. I feel the ghost of her hand on my skin, stroking me, coaxing me. I can almost feel her lips, warm and soft, brushing against my neck. The thought is enough to make me close the book entirely.

I take another deep breath, ashamed of how strong the fantasy still is. I see Anya nearly every night now, yet I still cannot get enough of her. The woman is incredible. Confident. Passionate. Brilliant. And she enjoys being with me. That alone feels unreal.

Sometimes Charlotte joins her, and the nights become even more intense. I never imagined I would be in a situation like this, sharing moments of pleasure with two gorgeous women who both seem genuinely drawn to me. They treat me as if I were someone extraordinary, as if I were a Hollywood star, when in reality I am only a quiet landlord and a writer whose books barely make a ripple.

The most astonishing part is how open they are. They never show jealousy. They never question each other’s place. They told me clearly that it is NSA, which means no strings attached. I am free to meet other women if I wish, and anyone new would be welcome to join them.

The idea feels tempting in theory, but I have no intention of seeking anyone else. Why would I? I have Anya’s fire. I have Charlotte’s warmth. I have nights filled with passion I never expected to experience in my lifetime.

The truth settles over me as I look back at the closed book in my lap.

I am very lucky, and I know it.

The doorbell chimes. I rise from my armchair at once, expecting a tenant with a complaint or a question.

When I open the door, I find Gabby standing there instead, looking like she's stepped straight from a faculty meeting in her fitted blouse and tight skirt, her high heels adding inches to her petite frame.

"Gabby," I say. "This is unexpected."

“May I come in?” she asks with a warm smile.

“Of course,” I say. I step aside and she enters the living room.

Once she settles in, I ask, “What brings you here?”

"I'm meeting Anya for dinner," she explains, glancing around my apartment with open curiosity. "But she just texted. She's delayed. A student showed up during her office hours with a crisis about their term paper." Gabby rolls her eyes with the familiar exasperation of a fellow academic. "You know how it is."

"All too well," I say, thinking of my teaching days. "Please, sit down. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Water?"

"No, thank you," she says, settling gracefully onto my couch. Almost immediately, her eyes land on the book on my coffee table. The cover is impossible to miss. Winds of Desire.

Her mouth curves into a delighted smile. “Oh my. You are reading her book.”

I clear my throat. “She lent it to me.”

“Do you like it?” Gabby asks, tilting her head with playful interest.

“I do,” I say. “It is very well written.”

She laughs softly. “Is that all you have to say about it?”

A rush of heat moves up my neck. “No, there is more. I find it enjoyable, captivating, and… delicious.”

“There you go.” Gabby laughs again, pleased. “That is fair enough. I adore her books. I have translated every single one into French and German.”

She reaches for the novel, picks it up, and flips through the pages with practiced familiarity. Her eyes fall on the page where I left my bookmark earlier. She lifts an eyebrow.

“This is one of my favorite scenes,” she says.

Before I can respond, she begins to read aloud.

Her voice is low, raspy, and softly accented. It slips into the room like warm silk.

“‘He pulls her against him so her soft curves press into his hard muscles. He feels her tremble, and the tremor sends a fierce heat through him.’” Gabby glances up at me, her eyes bright with mischief.

I swallow hard but say nothing. There's something mesmerizing about hearing these words in Gabby's voice. Words I've read multiple times now, but which take on new life when shaped by her lips.

She continues without my encouragement.

“‘Their mouths meet in a hungry kiss. His lips urge hers open. The taste of her sends him spiraling. He kisses her until her lips are swollen and tender.’”

I swallow. I know these sentences well. I reread them earlier today. Hearing them spoken out loud, in Gabby’s playful yet sensual voice is something entirely different.

She turns the page and her eyes sparkle with mischief.

“Here is where it becomes interesting,” she murmurs.

Her voice deepens.

“‘His rough hands explore her delicate skin. Every touch sparks fire inside her. His mouth trails lower. His lips find her tightening peaks. She arches into him, unable to control her need.’” Gabby's voice takes on a quality I've never heard before, something breathless and intimate.

My heart beats faster. Heat coils low in my stomach. I shift in my chair, trying to sit naturally, but Gabby notices. Her smirk grows.

She glances at me briefly, amused by my reaction, then continues.

“‘His hands slide lower. He moves slowly, wanting to savor every inch of her. When he reaches her heated center, her breath catches. She whispers his name, begging him for more.’”

Her voice grows quieter. It trembles at the ends of the words, as if the scene affects her as well.

I wait, breath held without meaning to hold it, for her to go on.

I should tell her to stop. I know she is teasing me. I know this is dangerous.

But I do not stop her.

I am not sure whether it is her voice, or the nearness of her body, or the charged atmosphere that has settled between us.

All I know is that I want to hear what comes next.

Gabby turns the page and continues reading, her voice a soft caress in the quiet room. "She is drenched," she says, glancing at me before returning to the book. "His breath catches as he dips his finger in the pool of silky desire."

I squirm, uncomfortable and yet completely unwilling to stop this strange scenario unfolding in my living room. My cock stirs, then jolts to attention, creating a visible tent in my pants that I have no way to conceal.

Gabby pauses, her gaze drifting to my midsection. Her eyes widen slightly, and then that knowing smirk returns, more pronounced than before.

"Hot, isn't it?" she asks, her tone playful but with an undercurrent that makes my heart race faster.

"Super hot," I agree, my voice rough. I clear my throat. "I should get some ice water. Want some?"

"Sure," she says, closing the book but keeping her finger between the pages to mark her place.

I stand awkwardly, angling my body away from her as I move toward the kitchen. Once out of sight, I lean against the counter, drawing in a deep breath. Holy Moses. What just happened? What is happening?

I was already turned on from reading Anya's book earlier, but hearing Gabby read those passages aloud has taken my arousal to an entirely different level. There's something incredibly intimate about listening to her voice shape those explicit words, watching her lips form sentences about desire and pleasure. It's bizarre and incredible all at once.

I fill two glasses with ice and water, taking an extra moment to compose myself before returning to the living room. When I step back in, I notice immediately that something has changed. Gabby looks different, though it takes my addled brain a moment to identify how.

I pass her a glass, and as she reaches for it, I catch a glimpse of the lace edge of her bra through the gap in her blouse. She's undone several buttons while I was in the kitchen. Not enough to be obvious about her intentions, but enough that I notice. Enough that my mouth goes dry despite the water I've just drunk.

She sips from her glass, letting out a small sigh of satisfaction. The ice cubes clink against the glass as she lowers it.

"I love reading books aloud," she says, her tone conversational, as if we weren't just engaged in something far more provocative. "It helps me experience the scene in a different way. Makes it more real, somehow."

I chuckle, grateful for the slight retreat from the intensity of the moment. "It definitely works that way," I agree. "You have a gift for it. Your voice, your pacing. You sound like you could do professional voice-over work for films."

She smiles, genuinely pleased by the compliment. "Thank you. I've had a lot of practice, though not on purpose." She swirls the ice in her glass. "I've been reading bedtime stories to Emma since she was a baby. I still do sometimes."

I picture Gabby, sitting on the edge of a bed, book in hand, her voice molding worlds for her young daughter to inhabit.

"We read together, books we both enjoy," she continues. "It's one of the few things that still draws us together now that she's a young adult. Thankfully, we have similar taste in literature."

I wonder if Emma reads Anya's books as well, but I keep the question to myself.

Gabby's phone chimes with an incoming call. She glances at the screen and answers.

"Anya, hi." She presses a button. "I'm putting you on speaker."

"Gabby?" Anya's voice fills my living room, confident and slightly amused. "I'm heading to the parking lot now. Should be home in about thirty minutes."

"No worries," Gabby says. "I'm in Walter's apartment. We're reading Winds of Desire."

Anya's laugh comes through the speaker, a sound I know well. "That sounds fun," she says. "Though it would be even better if you acted out the scene instead of just reading it."

"Stop joking," Gabby says, but her cheeks flush.

"I'm not," Anya replies. "There's enough chemistry between you two to start a fire. I've seen it."

"I don't know what you're talking about," Gabby says, but her eyes meet mine, and I see the lie.

"Stop pretending," Anya says, her voice softening. "Life is too short for games, unless they're fun games."

"We'll see you soon. Bye." Gabby ends the call abruptly, setting her phone down on the coffee table with deliberate care.

The silence that follows feels suffocating. The air between us is charged now, impossible to ignore. Again, I recall what Gabby told me last week when I visited her home to discuss my book. How she said she would be willing to share a man she thought was worth it with other women. At the time, the comment seemed theoretical, though it had certainly tempted my imagination.

Now, sitting across from her in my living room, with Anya's explicit novel between us and the memory of her voice reading those passages aloud, nothing seems theoretical anymore.

We sit in silence, neither of us quite ready to acknowledge what's happening. Gabby takes another sip of water, her throat moving as she swallows. When she speaks, her voice is steadier than I expected.

“I hope you do not mind,” she says. “Anya was just being silly.”

“No, not at all,” I reply. We both know that is not completely true. Anya was not being silly. She was reading the room with uncomfortable accuracy.

Gabby smooths her skirt and rises. “May I use your bathroom?”

“Of course. Second door on the left.”


CHAPTER 8
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Gabby heads down the hallway. I stay in the living room for a moment, taking another deep breath to sort out what just happened. Chemistry. Indeed.

A few seconds pass. Then I hear the soft click of a door opening, followed by silence.

Then I hear her voice. “Where on earth is the toilet?”

I stand up and walk toward her. “Gabby, where did you go? Did you open the first door?”

“Yes,” she calls, her voice tight with confusion. “I thought it was the right one.”

I reach the hallway and find the door to the small storage room wide open. The light is on, revealing stacks of books and cardboard boxes. It is barely larger than a closet. Gabby stands inside, wedged between a tall shelf and a small filing cabinet, looking both amused and slightly embarrassed.

She turns to me. “You’ve got so many books.”

“It’s my storage nook,” I say. “The bathroom is next door.”

She laughs. “No wonder. I thought you were into bathroom reading.”

Chuckling, she tries to step out, but the moment she moves, her shoulder bumps a stack of books. They tilt. She reaches instinctively to stop them from falling, and I move forward at the same time to help her.

The space is too small and we collide instead.

Her back hits the shelf softly, and my hands land on either side of her to steady it. Her breath brushes my throat. Her body is close enough that I can feel the warmth of her skin even through her blouse. The smell of her perfume fills the small room and settles around us like a cloud we cannot step out of.

“Sorry,” she whispers.

My voice is low and unsteady when I respond. “My fault. The room is too cramped.”

She tries to shift to the side, but our hips brush, and she stops moving. Her eyes lift to mine. They widen just a little, the way someone looks when they realize something has changed but they cannot name it yet.

“This is very close,” she says quietly.

“I know.”

“A perfect chance to act out a scene from Anya’s book,” she adds with a playful smile.

“Exactly.” My voice comes out strained.

We keep our eyes locked, neither of us willing to move first. Her breath brushes my cheek. Her fingers, still resting on the stack of books, tremble just slightly. I place a hand on her waist to steady her. She inhales sharply, and her eyes close for a brief moment.

“His rough hand on her back, sending shivers down her spine,” she murmurs. Her voice is low, sensual, and playful all at once.

Damn.

“Stop it,” I say softly. I touch her lips with my fingertip. Then I lean in and kiss her.

It is the kind of kiss that happens when restraint finally snaps. She answers immediately, her mouth opening beneath mine, her hands sliding up my chest as if she has wanted to touch me for much longer than either of us will admit.

The book stack wobbles again, but neither of us cares. She pulls me closer, her fingers curling into my shirt. Her kiss is hungry, searching, almost desperate. I feel her body press against mine in the cramped room, and the sensation hits me with raw urgency.

She breaks the kiss only to breathe, and even that is not far. Her forehead rests against mine. Her voice is barely a whisper.

“I think I found the wrong door on purpose.”

I press my lips to the corner of her mouth. “I am very glad you did.”

She laughs softly, breathless and warm, and then she kisses me again. This time she wraps her arms around my neck and holds me tightly, as if the tiny room is the only place she wants to be. I guide her closer, my hands settling on her hips, and she arches into me with a soft, helpless sound that pulls every last ounce of restraint from my body.

Her lips trail along my jaw. Her fingers tug at the back of my shirt. Her body melts against mine in a way that leaves no doubt of what she wants.

I break away just enough to speak, my voice husky with desire. "Should we go upstairs? To my bedroom?"

Gabby shakes her head, her hazel eyes bright with want. "No. I don't need a bed." Her fingers curl into my shirt. "I need you."

A groan escapes me. I don’t insist. The thought of moving feels wrong, as if leaving this cramped space might break whatever spell we're under. What if we step into the hallway and the magic dissipates? What if reason returns? Besides, there's something about this tight space packed with books that feels right. The heat between us seems contained, concentrated, like a pressure cooker of desire.

"Here, then," I whisper, and gently turn us so that her back presses against one of the bookshelves. The wooden frame creaks slightly under our weight.

She moans softly, and I pause, uncertain whether it's pleasure or discomfort I hear in that sound.

"Are you sure about this?" My breath comes faster now. "Is this okay?"

"Yes," she says, her voice certain. Her lips curve upward. "It's perfect, actually. What could be more romantic than being surrounded by books? It's like being embraced by stories."

I hesitate for a second, but she pulls me back to her, our lips now inches apart.

"Kiss me again, Walter," she whispers.

I obey, capturing her mouth with mine, more urgently this time. Our first kiss was tentative, exploratory. This one is hungry, determined. Her hands find my back, gripping tightly before sliding beneath my shirt. Her fingers trace patterns on my skin, moving from my back to my waist and then up to my chest. The sensation sends electricity through me.

I groan against her mouth, my own hands growing bolder. While our lips remain locked, I find the buttons of her shirt, continuing what she started earlier. My fingers work quickly, undoing them one by one until her shirt falls open. Beneath it, a lacy bra contains her breasts, and I can't resist cupping them through the delicate fabric, squeezing gently.

She whimpers into my mouth, a sound of pure need that makes my body respond instantly. I break our kiss, needing to see her face as I touch her. Her hazel eyes have darkened, stormy with desire, her cheeks flushed with color.

Without a word, she reaches for the front hook of her bra and undoes it with ease. The lacy garment falls away, and her full, round breasts bounce free. My throat goes dry at the sight.

"Gorgeous," I murmur, before leaning forward to take one swollen nipple into my mouth. The taste of her skin is intoxicating, and when I swirl my tongue around the hardened peak, she arches toward me.

"More," she begs, her voice cracking. "Please, Walter."

My hand slips under her skirt, feeling the smooth texture of pantyhose against her hips and firm buttocks. The barrier frustrates me, and apparently her too.

"Get it off me, please," she pleads, her breath coming in short gasps.

I don't hesitate. Pushing her skirt up, I find the waistband and carefully roll the garment down her toned legs. She steps out of them, now clad only in tiny, lacy panties that leave little to the imagination. They're extravagantly sexy, barely covering her most intimate parts.

"You wear this to work?" I ask, eyeing the strip of lace while imagining her standing at a podium, delivering lectures on great writers. The thought turns me on even more, unleashing a fantasy I once harbored.

Suddenly I'm the naughty college student whose forbidden fantasies about a brilliant professor are coming true. I recall my younger self, more than once developing crushes on professors much older than me, wondering what they looked like beneath their professional attire.

Gabby laughs, a throaty sound that vibrates through the small space. "Mon chéri," she murmurs in a sexy French accent. "Of course, I've got to wear underwear to work, don't I?"

I growl at her playful reply. "That's not what I meant. You could wear something less... provocative."

Her laugh deepens. "I guess I'm being prepared. You never know when a romantic moment like this will happen. A handsome colleague might knock on my office door. Or an impulsive student could drag me into a janitor's closet during break..."

I curse silently and chuckle. This woman is deliberately teasing me now, and it's working. "You're making me jealous," I say, but there's no rebuke in my voice, only appreciation.

With a grunt, I hook my fingers into the scrap of fabric and pull it down, leaving her exposed from the waist down. I pull back slightly to take in the seductive picture she makes: shirt wide open, bra hanging uselessly at her sides, skirt rucked up at her waist, her dignity stripped away but her sexiness amplified tenfold.

I don't think. I simply act. The next moment I'm on my knees before her, my eyes locked on hers as my lips approach her most private place.

"Oh my god," she says breathlessly when my mouth makes contact. "This is getting better."

I smile against her, teasing her first with my fingers, swiping through her wet folds from front to back. She squirms against the bookshelf, causing a couple of books to tumble to the floor. I pay them no mind, continuing to explore her slick heat. When I thrust a finger into her welcoming channel, swirling it slowly, she cries out.

"Don't stop, please."

I comply, pushing my finger deeper and adding another. She grasps my shoulders, beginning to ride against my hand. I move closer, my tongue finding her sensitive bud, licking and sucking in rhythm with my fingers.

Gabby's moans grow more urgent as she thrusts faster against me. More books fall to the floor, a literary avalanche triggered by pleasure. Then she cries out, her body tensing as orgasm claims her.

For a moment, I worry about how loud she is, but then I remember there's no window in this storage room, and the unit next door is currently vacant. Besides, I'm enjoying her uninhibited response. Her obvious pleasure is flattering and arousing.

Her legs wobble, her entire body trembling. I stand and take her in my arms, supporting her weight as she leans against me, catching her breath.

"Let me help you to the couch," I whisper, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

She shakes her head, resisting. "I'm fine," she says, her voice raspy but determined. "Besides, I'm not letting you go without reciprocating."

Before I can respond, Gabby sinks to her knees in front of me, her hands already working at my zipper. Her determination surprises me, though perhaps it shouldn't. There's been a current running between us since the moment she started reading Anya’s book out loud, a spark that finally ignited in this tiny room filled with stories less interesting than the one we're writing now.

"You don't have to," I tell her, my voice rough with lingering desire.

She doesn't pause, her fingers nimble and purposeful. "I must," she says, looking up at me with eyes still glazed from her own pleasure. "I've waited long enough. Ever since Anya told me about your heated moment in your apartment, I've been fantasizing about this."

I curse silently, something tightening in my chest that isn't entirely pleasant. "Are you doing this out of competition?" I ask, needing to know.

Her hands still for a moment. "No," she says simply. "But I trust her judgment. A man that Anya praises is worth having."

As she speaks, my pants slide down to my knees. My underwear tents obviously, and Gabby's breathing catches, lust filling her eyes again. She licks her lips, a gesture so primal and honest that my doubt evaporates.

“Like what you see?” I ask, trying to mask my nervousness with a witty remark.

"I can't wait," she whispers, before lowering my boxer briefs.

She squeals softly when my erection springs free. "Yes, this is just as I imagined," she says, her voice containing a note of appreciation that strokes my ego as surely as her fingers now stroke me.

She gazes up, her eyes seeking permission. I swallow hard and nod. "All yours, baby," I say gruffly, the words feeling foreign on my tongue but right for this moment.

Gabby doesn't waste another second. Her lips wrap around the head of my cock, and she sucks lightly.

"Fuck," I mutter. Whether it's her plump lips or her evident skill, I harden instantly at her touch. Excitement jolts through me, making my legs tremble slightly.

Gabby smirks at my reaction, clearly pleased with herself, and then, with agonizing slowness, she glides down my length. The warm, moist cave of her mouth envelops me, sending heavenly sensations radiating through my groin and up my spine. I cup her face gently, resisting the urge to guide her, putting faith in her obvious expertise.

And expert she proves to be. Gabby knows precisely how to pleasure a man—the right amount of pressure, the perfect pacing, the exquisite timing. The way she gazes up at me with longing eyes makes it seem as if she's doing this for her own pleasure rather than mine. And whenever I twitch in her mouth, she moans, as if this is exactly what she's been craving.

I lose track of time, closing my eyes and surrendering to the sensation, wishing it might never end even as my desire builds to nearly unbearable levels. I resist the urge to thrust deeper into her welcoming mouth, afraid I'll finish too quickly. But when Gabby suddenly sinks lower, taking me into her throat with a skill that suggests considerable practice, I can't help but curse aloud.

"I'm gonna come, Gabby," I warn her, trying to pull back. "Let go."

She releases me, but not quite quickly enough. My seed fills her mouth before splashing onto her face. It trickles down her body, marking her with unmistakable evidence of what we've done.

"Oh my God," Gabby laughs after swallowing, wiping at the mess on her skin. "This is so sexy."

I laugh softly in return, feeling oddly tender toward her now. "You mean messy?"

"Both," she replies, sucking her fingers clean with appreciative moans. "And tasty. I like the taste of a man."

Fuck. My body responds to her words, my spent member twitching with renewed interest. I help her to her feet, drawing her close for another kiss.

As if on cue, the doorbell chimes. We stiffen in each other's arms, the outside world intruding on our private bubble.

"It must be Anya," Gabby says, her voice steady despite our compromising position.

Indeed, we hear Anya's voice wafting faintly from outside, calling both our names as if she knows exactly what she's interrupting.

"We'd better hurry," Gabby says, hastily straightening her clothes.

I pull up my pants and tuck in my shirt, then stick my head out into the hallway. "Just a minute," I call.

Anya chuckles, the sound carrying clearly through the door. "Take your time. And don't let me interrupt you. Tell Gabby I'm home."

I curse silently. Of course she knows. Anya has always possessed an uncanny ability to read situations and to see through pretenses. Considering her earlier remarks on the phone, I might as well admit that she staged this “accidental” romantic moment.

Gabby finishes adjusting her clothes, though her hair remains slightly disheveled. "I really need to use the bathroom before I head out," she says, her composure remarkable given what we've just done. "Although there's nothing to hide because Anya must have figured out what happened. And she'll press me for details at dinner."

Shit. I chuckle, imagining that conversation.

Gabby returns from the bathroom quickly, looking nearly as composed as when she first arrived, though a careful observer might notice the flush in her cheeks, the slight swelling of her lips.

"Thanks Walter," she says as we approach the front door. "That was the most romantic moment in my life."

I can't say the same—lately I've done wilder things than this, most of them involving Anya or Charlotte or both. The thought brings a smile to my face.

"My pleasure," I reply, giving her a quick peck before opening the door.

“Oh, I almost forgot. Emma asks when you’re going to play badminton with her,” she says with an enigmatic smile.

My mouth opens. “I didn’t think she was serious. She said it was a test I had to pass before I could date you.”

She chuckles. “Consider yourself lucky. She’s never given anyone else that chance.”

She steps outside, and I close the door behind her. I listen to the click of her heels as she crosses the courtyard toward Anya’s unit. When the sound fades, the apartment feels strangely quiet.

I stand there for a moment, trying to make sense of what my life has become. It is no longer mundane. It has not been for a while.

I have never had a truly stable relationship, but I have always been monogamous. The idea of having multiple partners was once nothing more than a private fantasy, something I never imagined could exist outside my own imagination. Women would never agree to such an arrangement. Or so I thought.

It turns out I was very wrong.


CHAPTER 9
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I am hunched over a spreadsheet, comparing the county’s new property tax assessments against last year’s numbers when the barking starts.

I sigh and rub my temples. It does not take much deduction to figure out where the commotion is coming from. There is only one dog in the complex, and he has been announcing his presence with impressive consistency ever since Hailey moved in last week.

Hercules again. That yappy Jack Russell I never should have allowed into Seaview Villas.

The barking rises in pitch and urgency until it breaks my concentration completely. I lose my place in the column of numbers and close my eyes for a moment, bracing myself. Then the knocking begins. It is loud and insistent, sharp enough to suggest frustration rather than patience, as if someone is trying to force their way through the door of Unit 5 with nothing but their fist.

This is probably why my old man had a no-dogs policy. I kept the rule for years, right up until I caved like a house of cards in a windstorm. I rub my temples, feeling a headache forming at the base of my skull. The spreadsheet blurs in front of me, the numbers swimming like confused fish.

David Lin from Unit 6 stopped by again yesterday, complaining about the dog instead of the music Madison had been playing to drown out the baby’s crying. It feels like a closed loop of noise, each sound triggering another, and somehow I am expected to referee the whole mess.

The knocking doesn't stop. If anything, it intensifies. A man's voice cuts through the barking now, the words indistinct but the tone unmistakable: demanding, impatient.

I stand up, and go to the window that gives me a view of the courtyard. Through the slats of the blinds, I can see a man standing at the door of Unit 5. He's tall and broad, with muscular arms protruding from a leather vest worn over a T-shirt. Blue jeans, heavy boots. Built like he could bench-press a pickup truck.

"Open the door, Hailey. I know you're home." His voice is clearer now, with the window cracked.

I feel a flare of annoyance coupled with concern. How did this guy get through the security gate? The Villas isn't Fort Knox, but you can't just wander in without a key or being buzzed through.

I should go out there. I take a moment instead. Self-preservation, perhaps. I can handle myself. I just don’t enjoy unnecessary conflict.

"Hey, Hailey, baby, please open the door." His tone softens, but there's something underneath it that makes my skin crawl. "I'm sorry, okay? I love you. Just open the door and we'll talk it over."

The silence from within Unit 5 is deafening, punctuated only by Hercule's continued barking. I watch as Paul, who clearly enjoys drama, steps out from Unit 2 where he's been working on the remodel. He approaches the man cautiously, wiping his hands on a rag.

"Might want to call your friend," Paul suggests, his voice carrying across the courtyard. "Doesn't seem like anyone's home."

The man turns to Paul, his stance widening slightly. "She's my girlfriend," he says, and I can hear the possessiveness in every syllable. "We had a little argument. She's not answering her phone, but she's definitely home. Her car's in the lot."

Hercule's barking reaches new heights of hysteria, a canine alarm that won't be silenced.

Then, finally, a voice from inside. "Go away, Derek. It's over between us. I'm not your girlfriend anymore. Please leave me alone!"

So his name is Derek. The ex Madison mentioned. The abuser.

Derek doesn't retreat. Instead, he raises his voice. "Come on, baby, you know I'll never leave you alone. You can't live without me. You know that. I'm your muse, you said that yourself. Without me, you can't write, you can't do anything."

"Shit," I mutter under my breath. This is textbook emotional manipulation, exactly as Madison described. The belittling, the undermining, the subtle threat wrapped in proclamations of necessity.

And he's doing it on my property.

Something clicks inside me, a protective instinct I didn't know I still possessed. I haven't confronted anyone since breaking up a fight in college decades ago, but here I go, striding out of my unit and across the courtyard before I can talk myself out of it.

Paul intercepts me halfway. "Guy followed me and my helper in when we were bringing materials through the gate," he says quickly, apologetic. "Sorry, Walter. Didn't realize he wasn't supposed to be here."

I nod, not breaking stride. “It’s fine. I’ll take care of it.”

I approach Derek directly, squaring my shoulders despite being outweighed by at least fifty pounds of what appears to be solid muscle. "Excuse me," I say, my voice steadier than I feel. "You need to leave."

Derek turns to look at me, and I get my first close look at him. Early thirties, with a thick beard that's meticulously trimmed. Tattoos crawl up his neck and across his face in intricate patterns, a permanent scowl etched in ink and attitude. His arms are sleeves of art, muscles rippling beneath the colorful designs. He looks like he belongs on a motorcycle, or possibly in a lineup. Not the kind of man I'd usually challenge, but here I am.

"Who the hell are you?" His eyes narrow, assessing me and finding me wanting. "It's none of your fucking business."

I'm surprised by how calm I feel. "I own this property, and you're trespassing. I'm going to call the police if you don't leave."

Paul steps up behind me, a silent backup that I'm immensely grateful for. Derek's jaw clenches, a muscle twitching beneath his beard as he stares me down. For a moment, I think he might throw a punch, and I brace myself for an impact that would probably send me straight to the emergency room.

Instead, he turns back to the door. "Okay, I'm leaving, baby. But this is not it. It isn't over between us."

From inside, Hailey's voice rings out, clear and defiant. "Go to hell, Derek!"

Hercules punctuates her sentiment with a fresh volley of barks, and for once, I'm grateful for that dog's persistence.

“If you come near my property again, I’m calling the police.” My voice sounds foreign to my own ears, authoritative in a way I haven't used since my teaching days.

Derek's response is a muttered curse that I choose not to dignify with a reaction.

Paul and I stand in the courtyard, watching as Derek stalks through the gate, his shoulders bunched with barely contained rage. Neither of us moves until we hear the roar of a motorcycle engine and the squeal of tires against asphalt as he peels away from the curb.

"Charming fellow," Paul says, wiping his brow with the back of his wrist.

I nod, the adrenaline beginning to ebb. "Thanks for the backup."

"Anytime." Paul claps me on the shoulder before heading back to Unit 2.

I turn toward Hailey's door. "He's gone," I call out. "You're safe now."

There's a pause, then the sound of a lock turning. The door opens just enough for Hailey to peek through, her face pale, eyes darting past me to confirm Derek's absence. When she sees only me standing there, the door opens wider.

"Thank you, Walter," she says, her voice slightly shaky. "I'm so sorry about this. I don't know how Derek found out where I live now. He must have followed me when I moved in."

"It's not your fault," I say. Behind her, Hercules continues his vigilant barking, though it's dropped to a lower volume.

Paul calls over from where he's gathering his tools. "That's on me. I should have checked who was coming in behind us."

"It's not your fault either, Paul," I assure him. He nods and disappears back into Unit 2.

I'm about to turn and head back to my own apartment when I notice how pale Hailey looks, the slight tremble in her fingers as they grip the door frame. I reconsider my retreat.

"Are you okay?" I ask, though it's clear she isn't.

She nods unconvincingly. "I'm fine."

"Would you like to talk about it?"

Her expression shifts, surprise replacing fear for a moment. "Yes, actually. I would. If you have time?"

I do have time. What I don't have is a pressing desire to return to property tax assessments.

"I have time," I say, and she steps aside to let me in.

Hercules greets my entrance with renewed enthusiasm, his small body vibrating with each bark. I look down at him, trying to channel authority.

"Sit," I command, more out of instinct than expectation. To my surprise, Hercule's rear end hits the floor, though his front paws continue to dance with excitement.

Hailey's eyebrows rise. "I didn't know you were good with dogs."

"I'm not, usually," I admit, mildly impressed with myself. "But I had a dog once, a long time ago."

"Really?" Hailey closes the door behind us. The apartment is neat but clearly still in transition, with boxes stacked in corners. "That's a surprise. You seem so... anti-dog."

"Anti-dog-in-my-rental-property," I clarify. "There's a difference."

Hailey gestures for me to sit on the couch, and I do. Hercules immediately trots over and sniffs my pants leg with intense concentration. "You must have some kind of dog whisperer thing going on," she says with a small smile. "He hasn't sat for me once since I found him."

I laugh. “I wish.”

“I could use some help training him,” she says.

"I wish I could help. But my dog never followed a single command," I confess. "Unless food was involved. Or a tennis ball. Or pretty much any distraction."

"You must've indulged him," she says, her smile widening.

"I did." The admission comes easily. "I couldn't not. He was my only companion for a while."

The smile fades slightly from her face, a flicker of understanding passing between us. She sits down in an armchair across from me, her posture relaxing incrementally.

"About what just happened," I begin, bringing us back to the reason I'm here. "You could ask the police for a restraining order if you wish. It might be better for your safety."

She nods, running a hand through her hair. "Madison said the same thing. I just didn't expect things would develop to this level. I didn't think he would be so... crazy."

"People rarely show their worst sides immediately," I say.

"No, they don't." She sighs deeply. "I made a mistake. Fell for the wrong guy. I'm a writer, and he did help inspire me, at least at first. But inspiration isn't worth... this." She gestures vaguely toward the door.

"What kind of books do you write?" I ask, curious about this unexpected connection.

Hailey pauses, a guarded look crossing her face. "Sorry, I can't tell you. Writing is a private matter to me."

"That's fine," I say with a shrug. "I understand completely. I'm a writer too, and I'm private about my work as well."

"Really?" She looks genuinely interested. "What a coincidence."

I notice that Hercules has completely quieted down and is now lying at my feet, his gaze shifting between Hailey and me with curious intelligence. I reach down to stroke his head.

"Do you understand what we're talking about, buddy?" I ask him playfully.

Hercules makes a small noise in his throat, something between a whine and a grumble, almost as if he's answering.

Hailey laughs. "I think that's a yes."

I stay a few moments longer, but the color has returned to her cheeks and her hands are steady now. Time to return to my own life.

"I should get going," I say, standing up. "You seem okay now, but if Derek harasses you again, let me know immediately."

"I will." She walks me to the door. "Thank you, Walter. You're a nice man. No wonder Madison was so crazy about you when she was your student." She smiles mischievously. "And I apologize for her impulsive behavior back then. She must've given you a lot of trouble."

I feel my face warm. "I didn't mind at all," I admit. "Madison was one of my best students. I've always been proud of her."

Hailey opens her mouth as if to say something, then seems to reconsider. Instead, she simply nods and says, "Thanks again."

As I walk back to my apartment, the spreadsheet waiting on my desk suddenly seems less important. I find myself wondering what kind of books Hailey writes, and what kind of muse Derek was to her. I have a feeling she writes romance, just like Anya. Romance with burly, muscular men like Derek on the covers.

Holy shit.


CHAPTER 10
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I've been staring at the same sentence on my computer screen for twenty minutes, trying to work out if my protagonist would really say something so banal about time travel. It's eight in the evening, and I'm three cups of coffee deep into what I'd hoped would be the final rewrite of my novel's last chapter.

When I hear a soft knock on the door, I’m glad to have a distraction. I push back from my desk and shuffle to the door. I open it just a crack to see who it is.

Madison Walker stands there, holding an aluminum baking pan in her hands. Something inside it glows in the porch light and radiates a sweet, warm scent that makes my stomach growl involuntarily.

"Hi," she says, her smile bright against the dim hallway light. "Hailey and I baked something for you. She says thank you for helping this morning."

I swing the door wider, surprised by this unexpected gesture. "She didn't have to do it. I was just doing my job."

Madison steps inside, and I close the door behind her. The space of my apartment seems to shrink with her presence. She's wearing a UCLA T-shirt that's a size too large, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail.

"But you were awesome," she counters, placing the aluminum pan on my coffee table. "You could've ignored the problem like her old landlord. You could've just called the police, but you handled it yourself. We are grateful."

The contents of the pan draw my attention. It's clearly some kind of bread or cake, the top a rich golden brown, crispy around the edges with a scattering of walnuts embedded in the surface. The crust has cracked slightly down the middle, releasing wisps of steam that carry the unmistakable scent of overripe bananas and cinnamon.

"Smells good," I say, moving closer. "What is it?"

"A banana bread," Madison says, her voice lilting with a hint of pride. "I remember you used to like it."

This catches me off guard and I blink. She's right. During my teaching years at Whitman High, I'd stop at a small bakery near my old apartment almost every morning. Their banana bread wasn't particularly good, but it was convenient and filling enough to get me through morning classes.

"You remember that?" I say, genuinely touched by her observation.

"Of course I do," Madison replies, her blue eyes meeting mine directly. "I remember everything."

I chuckle, partly from discomfort, partly from curiosity. "Really? What else?" I ask casually, but she takes the question with unexpected seriousness.

"I remember you always had some leftover coffee in your Shakespeare mug, and you would take a sip between sentences, like the coffee hadn't gone cold."

Shit. She's right. It takes me a minute to recall the mug with the Bard’s caricature and a joke of a quote on it: “Rest is a debt I’ll settle with the grave.”

What she doesn’t know is why I kept drinking that cold, bitter coffee during her visits. It wasn’t thirst that drove me, but anxiety. The coffee helped me stay put together during those hours. It became a small ritual of control, one that kept me from doing anything inappropriate.

“Wow, I’m impressed,” I murmur as a rush of nostalgia washes over me. I shouldn’t cherish those hours. They remind me of a period when I was constantly battling temptation. But I do.

“Thank you,” Madison says quietly. “I really enjoyed those moments, even though I know you probably hated them.”

“Not at all,” I say. “I… I enjoyed them too.” This isn’t a lie. “You were one of the few students who actually cared about literature. Your enthusiasm made my day.”

My voice comes out more emotional than I intend, and Madison looks up at me with those mesmerizing blue eyes. My heart skips a beat, and I find myself wishing I had a mug of coffee to hold on to. I clear my throat instead.

“Would you like something to drink?”

Madison pauses for a second. “No, but you might,” she says, still looking at me. “Hailey says I have to make sure you take a bite of the bread before I go.”

I chuckle. "Sure. Let me go grab a knife, and a plate."

When I return from my kitchen, Madison is standing by my bookshelf, her fingertips running along the spines of my collection. She's stopped at the philosophy section, where I keep my more pretentious reading material.

"You've got so many classics," she observes as I slice into the banana bread. The knife sinks through with satisfying ease, revealing a moist, dense interior studded with more nuts and what looks like chocolate chips.

I place a generous piece on my plate and take a bite. The bread is still warm, the texture perfect—moist but not soggy, the banana flavor pronounced but not overwhelming, complemented by hints of cinnamon and vanilla. It's easily the best banana bread I've ever had.

"The best banana bread ever," I say with an approving thumbs-up, my mouth still half full.

"Thank you," Madison says, a blush rising to her cheeks. "It means a lot to Hailey. She spent the entire afternoon on it."

I swallow another bite. "I thought you helped her with it."

"I did, but I was mainly her taster," she says with a small laugh. "Quality control is a serious responsibility."

There's something disarming about the way she stands there in my apartment, comfortable but slightly hesitant, as if she belongs but isn't quite sure if I agree. I take another bite of the bread to give myself something to do besides stare at her.

"Omygod, you're reading Winds of Desire!" Madison's gasp cuts through the comfortable silence that had settled between us.

She's spotted the paperback on my side table. I curse silently. I really should return the book to Anya.

"I can't believe you're reading romance, Mr. Haines!" Madison says in a teasing tone that makes me feel like I'm back in my classroom, caught doing something utterly unprofessional.

I reach for humor to cover my embarrassment. "Why not? Is there a law against it I'm unaware of?"

"Well, you're a guy, and you're my English teacher." Her eyes sparkle with amusement.

"I was your English teacher," I correct her gently. "Not any more. And plenty of men read romance. It's the biggest selling genre in publishing, you know. Someone's buying those books."

Madison laughs, a bright sound that fills my small living room. "No way! What else do you have?" She turns her attention back to my bookshelves, scanning the titles with unexpected intensity. "I don't see any other one..."

"That's because it's the only romance I've read in the past twenty years," I confess with a chuckle. “I tried a few when I was much younger, but I never really appreciated them. Couldn't get past the formula."

"So what made you try again?" She gestures toward Winds of Desire, curiosity evident in her expression.

"I know the author," I say, taking another bite of banana bread. "She lent it to me."

Madison's eyes brighten like I've just told her Christmas is coming early. "You know her? Seriously?" She practically bounces on her toes. "You have to introduce her to me and Hailey. Please, Mr. Haines!"

"Are you both her fans?" I ask, surprised by her enthusiasm.

"Yes, big fans," Madison nods vigorously. "We also admire her as a fellow writer."

This catches my interest. "Right, Hailey told me earlier today that she wrote, but she wouldn't say what kind of books." I study Madison's face, connecting the dots. "From what you're revealing, I'm guessing you write romance as well?"

Madison hesitates for a second, then nods. "Sort of," she says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Hailey is the main author, and I mostly edit. Our pen name is quite successful, actually. We've once or twice made it to the bestseller list in our category."

"What category?" I find myself genuinely intrigued now.

Madison's cheeks flush pink, and she gives me a searching look. "You have to promise not to judge."

"I promise," I say, raising my right hand in a mock oath.

"BDSM erotica romance," she whispers, as if there might be other tenants hiding behind my curtains.

My mouth falls open. I can't reconcile this revelation with the image of shy, gentle Hailey who stood nervously in her apartment just this morning. "No way."

"Yes," Madison confirms, her expression a mix of pride and defiance.

I take a minute to process this information, adjusting my perception of my quiet tenant. "Is that why her ex, the guy who harassed her this morning, called himself her muse?"

Madison's smile fades. "Partly right. He did introduce Hailey into that kind of kinky stuff, but he carried it too far." She looks down at her hands.

It isn't hard for me to guess the rest. "Did he physically abuse her?" The thought makes my stomach clench.

"No, but the asshole made her believe no one else could give her what she wanted during sex." Madison’s voice is edged with indignation.

"I see," I nod, though I don't fully understand what kind of control Derek had over Hailey. It must go deeper than I initially thought.

"How did Hailey meet this guy? They don't seem to belong in the same league." The man I confronted this morning looked like he spent more time on a motorcycle than reading books.

"Writer's conferences," Madison explains. "Hailey goes to these events at least once a year. Including the one in Vegas last month. Derek was a cover model."

"Ah," I say with a nod. The pieces start fitting together.

"At first, they just worked on covers together, and then they started seeing each other." Madison pauses for a moment and frowns. "I didn't like him the first time I saw him. But Hailey was already hooked on him by then. He knew Hailey was looking for a daddy type, and he played the role until she was totally dependent on him."

"Daddy type?" I murmur, the term conjuring uncomfortable associations. Then I recall the book title I glimpsed in Hailey's moving box: Daddy's Girl. The realization hits me with sudden clarity.

"Is Kate Wylde your pen name?" I ask before I can stop myself.

Madison's eyes widen. "How do you know?"

"I saw the books in Hailey's boxes by chance the day when she moved in," I confess, feeling like I've accidentally stumbled upon a private secret.

"I see." Madison studies me for a moment, then asks playfully, "Do you want to read them? I'll bring you a copy."

I consider the offer. I was intrigued by the book titles, but had no intention of reading any of them—not until now at least.

"Yes," I say, surprising myself. "But I don't think Hailey would permit it. She didn't want me to find out what she wrote."

"I know," Madison nods with an eye roll. "She's shy about it. Probably worried about what you would think of her."

"Tell her I won't judge," I say sincerely. "I'm a writer, a much less successful writer than you are."

Madison’s eyes light up, and she steps closer. “You’re a writer too? What do you write?”

“Mostly fiction that reads like nonfiction,” I reply, deliberately vague. I’m not ready to discuss my humble books with Madison, who once idolized me, more or less.

“Oh, can I read them?” she asks eagerly, her enthusiasm warming something inside me.

“Sure,” I say after a moment’s hesitation. “I don’t have a proof copy on hand right now. I’ll let you know once I order more.”

Madison seems satisfied with the promise, and I’m relieved not to have to explain that my published novels, combined, sold fewer than a hundred copies. Next to their bestseller status, my literary ambitions feel quaint, even a little outdated. Like insisting on a typewriter in the age of computers.

"I think I need another slice," I say after swallowing down the last bite of banana bread. "I didn't eat enough dinner." The truth is the spaghetti sauce turned bad, and I had to throw most of it away. I ate the pasta with Parmesan cheese, a sad meal that left my stomach growling. This banana bread is filling the void nicely.

I help myself to another piece, conscious of Madison watching me.

She's drifted toward the window, the one that overlooks the driveway. Beyond the silhouettes of palm trees and neighboring buildings, scattered points of light gleam in the distance.

"Is that the beach?" she asks, pointing to the faint shimmer on the horizon.

"Yeah, supposed to be," I say through a mouthful of bread, "but you can't really see it from here. Just the lights."

"That's too bad," Madison says, turning back to me with a small smile. "Seaview without a view."

I chuckle, gesturing toward the romance novel on my table. "The author of that book made the same comment."

Her eyebrows lift with renewed interest. "Who is she, anyway?"

"I can't tell you," I say, aware that I'm being unnecessarily mysterious. "Not yet. I'll have to ask her first."

"You will do it?" Madison's face brightens with unexpected joy. For a moment, she looks like she might throw her arms around me in celebration, but catches herself mid-movement. "Sorry," she says, taking a small step back. "Don't want to cross the line again."

I recall her last impulsive kiss and my overreaction with a twinge of regret. "I didn't mean to be rude before. I just, I appreciate you, Madison, I just..." The words tangle themselves in my mouth.

"It's okay, Mr. Haines." Her use of my formal title creates a deliberate distance between us. "I understand."

We fall briefly into silence. I finish the second slice of banana bread while Madison continues looking out the window, her profile outlined against the dark glass.

"So does any unit here have an ocean view?" she asks finally.

"Unfortunately, no," I say regretfully. "When they first built it decades ago, yes, but later the new buildings blocked the view."

"That's too bad," Madison says, looking a bit disappointed.

Something inside me stirs, an impulse to make her happy. I simply need to reciprocate her kindness, I tell myself. "But you can see it on the rooftop," I say.

"Really?" Her blue eyes shimmer with excitement in the low light of my living room.

"Yes. Want to take a look?" The offer escapes my lips before I can consider the wisdom of it.

"Yes!" Madison exclaims, nearly hugging me again before catching herself.

I lead her out of my unit and across the small courtyard to where an outdoor ladder is bolted to the side of the building. It’s old but sturdy, leading up to the flat roof. I rarely go up there, only when there are problems with the AC units for my apartment and Unit 2.

“Watch your step,” I warn, starting up first to make sure the way is safe. Madison follows, her sneakers making soft thuds on the metal rungs.

At the top, I unlock a small metal door with my key and push it open, letting us onto the roof.

When we reach the top, enclosed by the parapet wall, Madison gasps in delight. “Oh my God, it’s beautiful up here!”

It is dark, but the view is undeniably special. From this height, we can see past the neighboring buildings to where the ocean meets the night sky. The lights of the Santa Monica Pier glitter in the distance, a fairytale carousel of color against the black water.

I take Madison's hand even though the roof is flat, making sure she doesn't trip on any of the vents or conduits that crisscross the surface.

Madison glances around, taking in the empty expanse of the roof. "You should put some chairs up here," she says. "Maybe a little table. Make it a relaxation area."

I'm intrigued by the idea. It has never occurred to me to make use of this space. “That’s not a bad thought,” I admit. “I’d have to make sure it doesn’t violate any building codes.”

"Could I sit down for a moment?" Madison asks, still looking out at the view. "Just to take it in."

“Of course,” I say. I help her sit on the roof, then settle beside her, careful to keep us well away from the edge.

The night breeze carries the scent of the ocean, salt and seaweed and something indefinably vast. It ruffles Madison's hair, sending strands dancing across her face. Without thinking, I reach out to brush them away, my fingers grazing her cheek. She doesn't pull back.

My hand comes to rest on her shoulder, a gesture meant to be protective but feeling suddenly more intimate in the darkness. The city stretches out before us, a sprawl of lights and shadows, but all I can focus on is the warmth of her body next to mine.

"I wish Hailey could see this," Madison says softly. "She'd love it up here."

"Why didn't she come with you tonight?" I ask, curious about the quieter sister.

"She was going too, but was afraid to leave Hercules alone. He might bark nonstop." Madison turns to look at me. "Why don't you make the roof accessible to all the tenants? It's such a waste to keep this view to yourself."

"Mostly safety reasons," I explain. "Insurance nightmare. Liability concerns."

Madison nods, understanding but clearly disappointed. "Could I have a key?" she asks hopefully. "I'd love to bring Hailey here sometime."

"I can't give you a key," I say, watching her expression fall. "But you're welcome to come up anytime, as long as you let me accompany you."

"Okay," Madison agrees, her smile returning.

We sit in silence for a while, looking out at the lights. The moment feels suspended, as if we've stepped outside of normal time into a pocket universe where our complicated history doesn't matter. I'm aware of her presence beside me, the subtle fruity scent of her shampoo mingling with the salty air.

"Thank you for showing me this," she says, her voice barely above a whisper.

"You're welcome," I reply, equally quiet.

When she turns to look at me, her face is half-illuminated by the distant lights, half in shadow. There's a question in her eyes that I can't quite decipher, or perhaps don't want to acknowledge.

I find myself leaning toward her, drawn by some force I don't fully understand. Warning bells sound distantly in my mind, reminding me of all the reasons this is a bad idea. Former student. Tenant. Too young.

But in this moment, those concerns seem to belong to another world, another Walter.

Our lips meet hesitantly at first, a barely-there pressure that sends a current through my entire body. I'm wary, ready to pull back, ready to apologize. But then her hand comes up to cup my cheek, and the kiss deepens.

For a moment, I forget myself entirely. Forget that I'm her former teacher, current landlord, an older man. I’m just a man kissing a woman under a sky full of stars, with the sound of distant waves providing a rhythm for our hearts.


CHAPTER 11
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Madison's lips are soft against mine, her body pressing into me with an urgency that makes my head swim. Her small moan vibrates between us, and something stirs in me, a primal thing I've kept buried so long I barely recognize it. My hand finds its way under her shirt before I can think better of it, her skin silky and warm beneath my palm.

I can't stop touching her, which only makes her moan louder. The sound shoots through me like electricity. Her hand reaches down, finding me through the fabric of my jeans, and my breath catches in my throat.

Then something shifts. In my mind, I'm suddenly back in my classroom office five years ago. Madison, younger but just as determined, her impulsive kiss taking me by surprise. The shock I felt then echoes now, and I hesitate, my hand closing around her wrist.

I break our kiss, pulling away slightly. Madison looks at me, disappointment written across her features, blue eyes wide in the dim light.

"What's wrong?" she asks, her voice small.

"This doesn't feel right," I whisper, the words barely audible above the distant sound of waves.

"Why not?" She tilts her head, challenge replacing disappointment. "You aren't my English teacher anymore. You said it yourself less than ten minutes ago."

True. I silently curse her sharp wit, the way she uses my own words against me.

"But you're young, Madison. I'm old enough to be your..."

"Daddy?" she finishes, a teasing lilt to her voice.

I chuckle despite myself, unable to speak because there's something in the way she says "daddy" that sends heat curling through my stomach.

"You know I'm into older men, don't you?" she says, her voice husky now, calculated.

I swallow hard. "You want to be a Daddy's girl, too?"

"I do," she nods, her eyes the same color as the darkening sky, shimmering in the dim streetlight.

My breathing quickens. I struggle with my desire, though less vigorously than before. She's right—I'm no longer her teacher. And I am, apparently, her type. As for my last concern, being her landlord can hardly be an obstacle anymore, considering my relationship with Anya and Charlotte.

Ah. That reminds me.

"I'm seeing other women, Madison," I say, the words tumbling out before I can consider them.

She blinks, and instead of being discouraged, she grins. "Women, plural? Wow, Mr. Haines! You’re full of surprises!"

Fuck. I curse silently.

"You don't mind?" I ask.

"Not at all," she says. "Actually, I was just teasing. You think I didn't know?"

My jaw drops. "How did you know?"

She rolls her eyes. "It's hard not to notice you going in and out of Unit 3 at night. And the women were loud. I heard you when I was doing laundry at night."

Heat crawls up my neck. "I'm sorry. I didn't realize we were so loud."

"It's okay." Her grin widens. "It was actually quite a turn on. Hailey said the ladies in Unit 3 were lucky to have you."

"Hailey heard us, too?" My voice cracks slightly.

"Yes," Madison nods. "I think everyone in this apartment complex knows what you've been doing, Mr. Haines."

I curse again and attempt to stand up. "That's one more reason we should stop what we started."

She grabs my arm, her fingers digging into my skin.

“No, please, Mr. Haines,” she says. “I’ve wanted this forever. I tried to forget you, but I couldn’t. I love you.”

She looks at me, earnest and unguarded.

The word lands like an alarm bell. I’m not used to hearing it.

“No, Madison,” I say gently. “You don’t.”

I'm about to repeat what I said years ago, that she doesn't know what love is, but she interrupts me.

“Don’t tell me again that I don’t know what love is,” she says, her voice fierce. “I do. I’ve always known. You were kind to me back in high school. Going to your office hours was something I looked forward to every day. You made me feel safe. Reassured. You listened. You guided me in ways no one else did. Not even my parents.”

She swallows and continues, “Hailey was my older sister, but I was the one taking care of her. I didn’t have anyone to lean on. And then there was you.”

Her grip tightens. “I couldn’t help falling in love with you.”

Her heartfelt words capture me completely. I can't speak for several seconds after she finishes, afraid I can't find the right words, afraid of the weight of what she's just shared.

"Wow," I finally say. "I'm... I don't know what to say, Madison. I feel like a jerk."

"You were not a jerk back then," she says, wiping tears she's tried to hold back. "You did the right thing. But you are now."

I take a moment to let her words sink in. Then I cradle her face in my hands and kiss her again, tasting salt.

"You're absolutely right, Madison. I'm sorry. Can I make it up to you?"

"How?" she asks, her voice catching.

"I'll let you know. Let's go back to my unit."

Madison gazes into my eyes for a moment, trying to guess my meaning. And then she grins again. "Yes, Mr. Haines, let's go!"

I chuckle. "You can call me Walter," I say as we head toward the rooftop exit.

"But I like to call you Mr. Haines," Madison says, the teasing note back in her voice.

On our way down the ladder, I feel strangely giddy, like a teenager sneaking out past curfew. I have to put in a mighty effort to remain calm, to keep my hands steady on each rung.

My heart thumps so loudly I'm certain Madison can hear it in the quiet night air.

Once we're safe on the ground, I take her hand. Her fingers are slender, warm against my palm as I guide her back to my unit.

As soon as the door closes behind us, I pull her into my arms, kissing her with a tenderness that surprises even me, then with a passion that feels like it's been waiting years to surface.

I owe this girl something enormous. She has gone on missing me all these years despite those cold words I said to her.

Guilt, appreciation, and lust mix together, tumbling and growing into an irresistible force that propels me forward.

My hands stroke her back with urgency while our bodies press together as if magnetized.

Madison wriggles in my arms, her body restless, her breathing quick. She breaks our kiss, her lips red and slightly swollen.

"Please, Mr. Haines, more," she begs, her voice catching.

I groan, something primal uncoiling inside me. Without another moment's delay, I gather her into my arms and lift her.

"Wait, what're you doing?" she asks, laughing.

"I'm taking you to bed, little girl."

"Ooh," she coos. "Sounds fun, Daddy."

I curse under my breath. I've read about role-playing in books and have always found it cringeworthy. I'm surprised to realize I don't dislike the sound of it at all when it comes out of Madison's mouth.

I carry her as far as the staircase before she squirms in my arms.

"I want a piggyback ride instead," she insists, eyes bright with mischief.

I oblige, bending down so she can climb onto my back. She wraps her legs around my waist, giggling as I carry her all the way to the bedroom.

When I set her down, she sits up on the bed and removes her T-shirt without hesitation. Her perky breasts sway in the cradle of her bra, which is tiny and pink against her skin.

I stand there gazing at her, confirming that my former student has indeed grown into a mature woman. I never saw Madison topless before, but I noticed her figure even then, though I tried not to. She wasn't plump, but wasn't skinny either. Now, five years later, she's absolutely stunning.

I stare as she teases me by removing her jeans slowly. She unbuttons them first, then drags the zipper down with theatrical slowness. The sound of metal teeth parting fills the quiet room. She shimmies out of them, wriggling her bottom against the bed in a way that makes my mouth go dry.

"Need some help?" I ask, my voice rougher than I intend.

"No," she says, smiling. "I like to see you watch me. I've imagined doing this for you, especially when I touch myself."

Her confession turns me on further, makes me grip the edge of the dresser for support. "You are a naughty girl," I manage to say.

"Just for you, Mr. Haines," she rasps.

She's finally down to just her underwear. A set of pink lingerie that makes her look girlish and innocent, despite the clearly adult situation. For a second, the younger Madison flashes in my mind—vulnerable and yet passionate, watching me, waiting for me to accept her love.

I groan and lean forward, placing my hand over one bra cup. Madison whimpers and grabs my wrist.

"Not yet, Mr. Haines," she says. "Keep watching, please."

She reaches behind her back and unclasps her bra, removing it with a small flourish. Then she cups her own breasts while gazing at me, her eyes never leaving mine.

"Do you like what you see, Mr. Haines?" she asks in that teasing voice again.

I groan, feeling my arousal hardening at an alarming speed. "Stop teasing me, Madison," I say. "I'm reaching my limits."

Madison laughs, the sound throaty and knowing. "That's what I want to see," she says, her voice low and purring. "The calm and collected Mr. Haines, my respectful English teacher, losing himself. Oh, I've wanted to see it so bad."

"Stop it, Madison," I warn her again, but she ignores me.

She slips her hand into her panties now and closes her eyes. "I used to fantasize about this: we're alone. It's just you and me, and I strip for you, just like this.”

My heart races, but I don’t interrupt her. “I unbutton my shirt, one button at a time, while you sip your cold coffee from your mug,” she continues breathlessly.

“And then you come to me, kissing me, letting me taste the coffee on your tongue. And then you kiss me all over my body, leaving a trail of coffee all over me..."

I curse again. The truth is, I have fantasized about something similar with her. "What do I do next?" I ask, playing along.

"You lift me onto your desk, and taste me down here," she says, spreading her legs wider so I know exactly what she means. Her hand is still under her panties. I can't see it but know what she's doing. She's stroking herself, making little circles. "I'm so wet, so wet for you, Mr. Haines."

I groan. "Show me," I demand.

Madison chuckles. "Getting impatient? Reached your limits yet?"

"Very close," I admit.

"Not until you show me yourself first," she says, challenging me with her eyes.

I pause for a minute, considering. Then I nod. "Okay."

I strip my shirt off first, pulling it over my head in one fluid motion. My jeans follow quickly, the denim sliding down my legs. Madison's eyes are wide open now, bright with anticipation. She bites her lip, her hand frozen against her skin.

"Oh my god," she whispers. "Mr. Haines, you're so much bigger than I imagined!"

I chuckle. The girl knows how to flatter a man. "You haven't even seen it yet," I say, standing before her in just my briefs.

"But I can tell from the tent."

I consider removing my underwear immediately, wanting to impress her, but I hold back the urge. It's time I teased her back.

"I guess thanks to your tease, Madison," I say, gripping my shaft through the fabric and stroking it slowly. Damn, it feels good. "It is bigger than usual."

"Are you saying I'm a good seductress?" she smirks.

"I'm saying you're a naughty girl that knows how to drive a man crazy." I continue stroking myself, watching Madison's eyes turn stormier.

"Are you crazy about me now?" she asks, her voice hoarse.

"I am losing my mind."

She gets up and moves toward me. Her hands find my waistband and pull the briefs down in one swift motion. My hand covers myself for a second before I let go, exposing myself fully to her gaze.

"Holy fuck, Mr. Haines, you are a jerk!" she exclaims.

"What?" I'm taken aback by her remark.

"You've got such a national treasure, and you weren't going to let me have it!"

I laugh. I love this girl's wit. "I'm glad you like it. Now it's my turn."

"Not until I taste you first," she says, and then leans forward.

I grunt as I watch her full lips wrap around me. I wonder fleetingly how often she's practiced this. But her clumsiness tells me she isn't as skilled as she led me to believe. The fact eases an unreasonable jealousy I didn't realize I felt. I rejected her, so what right do I have to be jealous of other lucky men who had her first?

When she attempts to take me deeper, I stop her with a gentle hand on her shoulder.

"That's enough, Maddy," I say, her nickname coming naturally to my lips. "Tonight is about you."

I guide her back to the bed and lift her legs so they wrap around my shoulders. I taste her, my tongue exploring her folds, savoring her arousal. Yes, she is incredibly wet. The fact sends another jolt through my body.

Madison is already writhing on the sheets, her hand cupping her breast again. "Make me come, please, Mr. Haines!"

I oblige, pressing my thumb against her most sensitive spot and detonating the explosion. Her release rushes out, splashing my face. I chuckle as I pull back, licking my fingers.

Madison arches her back and removes her underwear completely. Her breasts are round and full, her nipples hard and begging to be tasted. I take them one by one into my mouth, making her beg again.

"Please, I need you inside me, Mr. Haines."

"Are you sure?" I ask, positioning myself above her.

"Yes, please."

I grunt softly before straddling Madison. I guide myself to her eager entrance, sliding along her wetness a few times before nudging against her opening. I push in carefully. She's so tight, so warm, and so soft. I lose myself in the exquisite sensation as I inch forward. I don't want to hurry; I want to explore every part of her.

I make my way deeper until an obstacle stops me. My eyes pop open and meet Madison's.

"Sorry," she whispers.

It dawns on me that she's still a virgin. "No way," I say, disbelief coloring my voice.

"Yes," she confirms. "I've been saving my V-card because no one seemed to deserve it."

My mouth falls open as I realize the implication. "So, I'm the chosen one?"

"You absolutely are, Mr. Haines." Her voice is husky and sincere, leaving me no reason not to accept the gift.

I growl like an animal who's won a prized trophy. My desire grows exponentially. I thrust deeper, penetrating her barrier, reaching a place no man has visited before me. Madison gasps, her fingernails digging into my shoulders.

"Are you okay?" I whisper against her ear.

"Yes," she breathes. "Don't stop."

I move slowly at first, giving her time to adjust. Her body is tight around me, pulsing with each small movement. I kiss her deeply as I begin to establish a rhythm, swallowing her small cries of pleasure.

Madison's legs wrap around my waist, pulling me deeper. I lose myself in her, in the softness of her skin, the sound of her breath quickening, the way her eyes never leave mine. There's an intimacy here I wasn't prepared for, something beyond physical pleasure.

I increase my pace, feeling her body respond to mine. Her inner muscles tighten, and I know she's close again. I reach between us, my fingers finding the center of her pleasure, circling gently.

"Mr. Haines!" she cries out as she comes undone beneath me. The sight of her surrender, the knowledge that I'm the first to witness it, sends me over the edge. I follow her into blissful release, her name a prayer on my lips.

Afterward, Madison lies in my arms, her face pressed against my chest. Her breathing returns to normal, soft and even against my skin.

"Thank you, Mr. Haines. For making my dream come true," she murmurs.

I stroke her hair, feeling strangely peaceful. "Same here, sweetheart. Thank you."

I mean it more than she knows. Not just for the physical release, but for reminding me that sometimes the things we push away are exactly what we need. Sometimes what feels wrong in one context becomes right in another. Sometimes people know their own hearts better than we give them credit for.

As Madison drifts toward sleep in my arms, I wonder what tomorrow will bring. But for now, I'm content to simply hold her, listening to the distant sound of waves crashing against the shore.
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Sample Chapter from Family Inheritance

THE FLUORESCENT LIGHT above me flickers like a dying moth, its buzz an annoying drone that's become the soundtrack to my days. It’s May, and I’m working on extension filings in my accounting firm in Center City, Philadelphia. I'm drowning in a sea of paperwork, the stacks on my desk threatening to topple over like some man-made mountain range.

My computer screen is a blur of spreadsheets, numbers swimming before my eyes. I've been staring at them for so long that I've started to see them even when I close my eyes. My hands move mechanically, clicking the mouse, tapping the keyboard, signing off on documents. It's a task I've done thousands of times before, a routine that's become as natural as breathing.

When my shoulders become stiff, I lean back in my chair. My eyes drift to the window, where the sun is struggling to shine through the smog and the grime. I imagine Richard, my business partner, out there somewhere, laughing with his daughter, riding roller coasters, eating cotton candy. A pang of something—envy, maybe? —hits me square in the chest.

"Not your life, Greg," I mutter to myself, rubbing a hand over my short, graying hair. I never wanted any of that. Marriage, kids, the whole white-picket-fence deal. I saw what it did to my parents, the way it tore them apart like a piece of rotten cloth. I've dated, sure, but I've always kept it casual, surface-level. No strings, no attachments. No chance of ending up like Mom and Dad.

My mind wanders, drifting away from the sterile confines of my office. I think about the Grand Canyon and the way the pictures make it look like a vast, open wound in the earth. I think about the Northern Lights, the videos I've seen of them dancing across the sky like ethereal flames. I think about the safaris I've read about, the wild animals, the vast savannahs. I think about anything, everything, that's not this office, not this job, not this life.

I sigh, leaning forward again, trying to focus on the task at hand. But it's like trying to catch smoke with my bare hands. My mind is rebellious, refusing to cooperate. It's not that I hate my job. I don't. It's just... predictable. Safe. Boring. I've been doing this for twenty years. Twenty. Years. I've been an accountant for longer than I haven't. Is this really all there is to life? Is this really how I want to spend the rest of mine?

I shake my head, attempting to clear my mind, but my thoughts drift back to Richard, and I feel a twinge of resentment. We share similar backgrounds, having both started our careers at a Big 4 accounting firm right after college.

After earning our CPAs, Richard chose to start his own business, and I joined him. In the beginning, we were both single and fully devoted to the firm, rarely taking days off, let alone vacations.

About a decade ago, Richard got married, and everything shifted. He became more of a family man, often taking time off for his kids and rarely working overtime. He frequently apologizes, saying I'll understand when I have a family of my own, as if that could ever happen. Me, Gregory Taylor, with a family. I try to brush it off with a laugh, but it sounds empty in the deserted office.

I turn back to my computer, the spreadsheets, the endless parade of numbers. But no matter how hard I try, I can't shake the feeling of restlessness, the nagging sense that there's something more out there. Waiting. Calling my name.

I reach for my coffee cup, taking a sip of the lukewarm liquid. It's bitter, stale. I grimace, setting it back down. I look around my office, at the towering stacks of paper, the blinking answering machine, the dull, lifeless walls. And again I wonder, is this really all there is? Is this really my life? And if it is, why does it feel so empty?

The door swings open and Maggie, our receptionist, pops her head in. "Sorry to bother you, Greg, but James Holloway is on line two. Sounds pretty heated."

I stifle a groan. James Holloway, one of our wealthier and more irritating clients. The man owns a string of car dealerships and is always trying to weasel his way into paying less taxes.

"Thanks, Maggie. I'll take it.”

She nods and ducks back out.

I pick up the phone, mentally steeling myself. "Gregory Taylor speaking."

"Greg! What the hell is going on here? I just got the return I must sign and it's way higher than last year!" James's grating voice fills my ear. "I thought you were supposed to be minimizing what I owe!"

I pinch the bridge of my nose, already feeling a headache coming on. "James, your tax liability increased because your income increased significantly from last year. That's generally how it works—make more money, pay more taxes."

"Well that's ridiculous!" he sputters. "Isn't there anything you can do? Some loopholes or deductions we haven't explored?"

"We've already applied every legal deduction and tax planning strategy available for your situation," I say, straining to keep my tone even. "Unless you'd like to reduce your income, I'm afraid this is the reality."

James continues to bluster and complain, but I tune him out, making the occasional "mhm" and "I understand" as my eyes drift back to the window.

Twenty years. Two damn decades I've been at this grind, dealing with entitled jackasses who think accounting is some kind of black magic that can make their taxes disappear. I'm sick of it. Sick of never feeling like I'm making any real difference. What's the point?

"...so you'll look into it, right Greg?" James's expectant question snaps me back to the call.

"Of course, James. I'll...explore some options and get back to you." Options like retiring to a shack in the woods and never dealing with another 1040 again.

We say our terse goodbyes and I drop the phone back into its cradle with more force than necessary. Another thrilling interaction in the glamorous life of Gregory Taylor, CPA.

I sink back into my chair, rubbing my temples. There has to be more to life than this soul-sucking monotony. But what? And how? Am I brave enough to even find out?

My melancholy reverie is interrupted by a knock at the door. Maggie again, holding a stack of mail. "This just came for you, Greg." She puts the envelopes on the desk, giving me a professional smile before heading back out.

I flip through the mail with disinterest. Bill, junk, bill, more junk. Until one catches my eye— a slightly worn envelope with handwritten script and a California return address. Something tugs at the back of my mind. The postmark is from Vine Valley, a town that doesn’t ring any bell, but the state alone is enough to stir some long-buried memories. My fingers shake slightly as I pick it up—what the hell is that? Too much caffeine?

Paula Lovejoy. Who is she? The name sounds vaguely familiar but I can’t put a face to it. Curiosity washes through me as I turn the envelope over in my hands. The paper feels weighty and substantial, as if the words inside carry more than just ink. I trace the script with my thumb, delaying the inevitable. What news does this handwritten missive bring from across the country?

I take a deep breath, the air rushing into my lungs like a gust of wind through a canyon. I slide my finger under the flap, tearing it open. My heart pounds in my chest, a drumbeat of anticipation—or is it dread?

The letter unfolds in my hands, crisp and demanding attention. My eyes scan the words, the ink bleeding into the page like rivers carving paths through a landscape.

“Dear Gregory,

I trust this letter reaches you in good health... You will shortly be contacted by… the inheritance attorney... However, I wanted to provide you with a little advance notice…”

The letter trembles in my hand like a leaf in an autumn breeze. I blink, trying to focus. The words blur in front of me, resisting any attempt to make sense of them. But then, out of nowhere, clarity strikes. A flood of understanding washes over me, like a storm breaking loose.

“...Adrianna has passed away…”

The words hit me like a sudden gust of wind, knocking the breath out of me. I stagger back, the office chair squeaking in protest as I collapse onto it. My mother... gone? The thought is a seed falling into the earth, taking root, spreading tendrils of emotion through me.

“...a rose farm in California…”

An image blooms in my mind, a field of red and pink and white, a riot of color under the golden sun. Mom’s farm. Right. The place she preferred over the gloomy East Coast cities. I can almost smell the sweet scent of roses, almost feel the thorns pricking my fingers.  Paula Lovejoy was the woman she once mentioned to me, who was as close to her as her daughter.

*...we shall share ownership...*

I read on, the words painting a picture I can't quite grasp. “...sell your share... depend on it... handle it through a lawyer…”

I force myself to focus on Paula’s words. Paula describes the farm as a living thing, something that demands care and attention, something that she and her family depend on. I can sell my share if I wish, she says, but the resolve in her tone, even through ink, tells me she will hold onto hers with a tenacity I can't help but respect.

"Please come," she urges. "Adrianna often expressed the wish that you could visit her farm one day."

I drop the letter onto my desk, my heart drumming an erratic rhythm. The walls of my office close in, the air grows stale, thick with dust and unspoken words. My mother's image flits through my mind—a photograph here, a fleeting visit there. Adrianna Taylor, the woman who gave me life but couldn't stay to be part of it.

I close my eyes, and I'm suddenly a child again, listening to my dad talk about my mother.

Dad always painted her as a free spirit, a hippie who danced to the beat of her own drum. Their story began at UC Berkeley, amid protests and dreams of changing the world. A frat party, too many drinks, a night of recklessness—they never stood a chance. Marriage out of obligation, not love. He was East Coast to his core, while she was a child of the sun-kissed Californian farmsteads.

"Your mother could never settle here," he'd say with a sigh, the East Coast winter howling outside, a testament to her discomfort. They split when I was five, their marriage succumbing to the pressures of incompatible lives. Dad, with his law career, won custody. Mom, jobless and untethered, drifted away like a leaf on a stream.

The clock on the wall ticks like a metronome, each swing of its cold, brass pendulum echoing the steady march of time. I sit with the letter from Paula Lovejoy resting on the desk before me, as still as the faded photograph of my mother that I keep tucked away in my wallet. Adrianna. A name that tastes of sunlight and distant memories. The last time I saw her was ten years ago when she came to see me in Philadelphia.

"Why aren't you married yet, Greg?" Her voice, a soft breeze rustling through leaves, whispers in my mind. I can see her, sitting across from me in that little café ten years past, her hands wrapped around a cup of chamomile tea. Her eyes, a mirror of my own, held a world of sadness.

"I have no faith in marriage," I had replied, the bitter taste of my parents' divorce still lingering after all those years. "I don't want a family. I don't want to put anyone through that."

She had looked at me then, her eyes shining with tears. "I'm sorry, Greg. I never wanted this for you." She reached out, her hand resting on mine. "You should come visit me sometime. See the farm."

But I never did. I couldn't. The farm was a thorn in my side, a symbol of her choice to leave me behind. I resented it, resented her for loving it more than she loved me. Or so I thought.

I sigh, running a hand through my short, graying hair. I don't need the farm. I don't need the hassle. I've built a life here, a comfortable, predictable life. I have enough money to last me several lifetimes, to never have to work again. I could just sell my share to Paula and be done with it. I’ll contact a lawyer and have them take care of the whole ordeal.

But...

A restlessness stirs within me, a longing for something more than the endless spreadsheets and the humdrum of my daily routine. I stand, walking to the window, looking out at the bustling city below. The concrete jungle, all steel and glass and noise. It's a far cry from the rolling hills and golden sunshine of California.

"It wouldn't be so bad," I murmur to myself, the words a seed taking root. "A trip. A change of scenery." I don't have to stay on the farm. I could find a hotel nearby, something quiet and comfortable. I won't have to deal with the day-to-day running of the place and won't have to get my hands dirty. Just a quick visit, a chance to see what my mother loved so much, to understand why she chose it over me.

What about work? Can Richard manage everything on his own? I pause for a moment. He's never held down the fort solo before... Well, it's time for him to give it a shot. Tax season is mostly wrapped up, I’ll wait for another week, and he should handle the extension filings without any trouble after that.

I turn back to my desk and to the letter. Suddenly I’m thrilled by the adventure ahead. I’m going to take an unknown path and meet a stranger—who was more or less a distant family. I pick up the letter, feeling the rough paper beneath my fingertips. The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

And I, Gregory Taylor, am ready to take that step and to embark on that journey. Eagerly, I shut down the spreadsheet and launch the web browser. Even though it's been years since my last trip, I'm still familiar with booking a plane ticket online.
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