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CHAPTER 1
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I STAND AT THE GATE of Seaview Villas, checking my watch for the third time in as many minutes. Wednesday afternoon, and here I am, waiting to escort one of my tenants to dog obedience school. The absurdity isn't lost on me. What was I thinking when I made this promise? The words just came out of my mouth before my brain could veto them.

I remind myself, for what feels like the hundredth time today, that I'm doing this for the business. Pure pragmatism. Nothing more. I can't afford to lose more current or potential tenants because of one hyperactive Jack Russell Terrier with the volume control of a car alarm.

David and his family are already packing their boxes, the result of the constant barking next door. And then there was that young couple last week who fell in love with Unit 2 at first sight, but practically sprinted out the gate when they heard Hercules going off like a tiny furry siren.

The math is simple. Help Hailey train the dog, reduce the noise, and keep the units occupied. It's a landlord's calculation, nothing more complicated than that.

Except there's Sara to consider. I still haven't mentioned the dog situation to her, and she's moving into Unit 2 in just a few days. Sara Shaw, the artist with the mesmerizing blue eyes who somehow decided my aging apartment complex had charm. I should probably call her. I definitely should call her. But the conversation plays out in my head like a bad rehearsal, and I keep putting it off.

The door to Unit 5 opens, and my thoughts scatter.

Hailey steps out with Hercules, and I notice immediately that she's dressed for the occasion. She's wearing dark jeans and a cream-colored cable-knit cardigan over a plain white T-shirt, practical yet somehow still put-together in that effortless way some women have.

Her hair looks different, too. It seems a little longer than when she first moved in, and the black is gone, replaced by a rich auburn. She must have done something to it since I saw her on Saturday.

She's carrying a canvas tote bag that looks stuffed with supplies. Treats, probably. Maybe a water bottle for the dog. A notebook, if I had to guess, because she seems like the type who would take notes during a training class.

The sight of her and the tote bag does something unexpected to me. It's proof that she's taking this seriously, that she's trying. It makes me feel slightly less ridiculous about my own involvement.

Hercules, naturally, doesn't waste a single second before launching into his signature performance. The barking starts before they've made it three steps from the door. It's impressive, really, how much noise can come out of something that probably weighs less than twenty pounds.

"Stop it, Hercules," Hailey says, her voice strained as she struggles with the leash. The dog is pulling so hard that she has to lean back slightly, her sneakers scraping the courtyard pavement. The little rascal seems to have spotted me and decided that reaching me is now his life's singular purpose.

He charges forward, dragging Hailey along, and when they get close enough, he launches himself at my legs with the enthusiasm of a long-lost friend. His front paws scrabble against my jeans, and his tail is wagging so hard I half expect it to detach and helicopter away.

"I'm so sorry," Hailey gasps, pulling him back. Her cheeks have gone slightly pink.

I laugh. It's not a polite chuckle or a forced landlord-being-patient laugh. It's genuine, pulled out of me by the sheer ridiculous joy radiating from this badly behaved dog who seems genuinely thrilled to see me.

"It's okay," I tell her, and I mean it. I crouch down a little, letting Hercules get closer. "Hey, buddy."

The dog's entire body wiggles with happiness. I pat his head, feeling the soft fur between his ears, the warmth of his skull under my palm. His tongue lolls out, and he pants up at me like I'm the best thing he's seen all week.

"He really likes you," Hailey says softly. There's something in her voice, a note of joy mixed with relief.

"The feeling's mutual," I admit, giving Hercules one more scratch before straightening up. "Come on. We should get going."

We walk toward the parking lot, and I notice Hailey heading automatically toward her blue Prius.

"We'll take my car," I say.

She stops, turns back. "Oh, I can drive. I don't mind."

"I know, but you should sit with him. Just in case." I gesture vaguely at Hercules, who is now sniffing aggressively at a crack in the pavement. "If he gets anxious or tries to jump around, it's better if you're back there with him."

Hailey bites her lower lip, a gesture I'm starting to recognize as her thinking face. "He'll make a mess in your car. He sheds, and his paws might be dirty, and—"

"It's fine," I interrupt, walking toward my maroon Honda Accord. "It's an old car. It's seen worse."

She follows me, but when we reach the Accord, she stops and looks at it with an expression I can't quite read. "It's not old at all," she says. "I like it. It has this classic look, you know? Dependable."

The compliment catches me off guard. It's just a fifteen-year-old sedan that I keep running because I'm too practical, or maybe too lazy, to buy something new. But hearing her describe it as classic, as something she likes, makes my chest feel oddly warm, especially after Emma’s opposite reaction not long ago.

"Thanks," I say. "Get in."

I open the back door for her, and she climbs in with Hercules, maneuvering the dog onto her lap. He's not exactly small, and watching her settle him against her chest, her arms wrapped around his middle, does something to my equilibrium. There's a tenderness to the gesture, a carefulness that makes my throat tighten.

I slide into the driver's seat and adjust the rearview mirror, ostensibly to check the back windshield but really so I can see her. She's murmuring to Hercules now, her voice pitched high and soft, baby-talk sweet.

"You're okay, baby. Don't be nervous. We're just going to see Patty again. You remember Patty? She's nice. Everything's going to be fine."

Hercules pants heavily, his tongue hanging out, his eyes bright and alert.

"Is he okay?" I ask, genuinely concerned. The panting seems excessive.

"He's just excited," Hailey says, stroking his head. "And maybe a little nervous. He knows we're going somewhere."

"Smart dog."

"Too smart sometimes," she says, but there's affection in it.

I start the car and pull out of the lot, trying to focus on the road. But my eyes keep flicking to the rearview mirror, catching glimpses of her. The way she holds Hercules. The gentle rhythm of her hand moving over his fur. The soft, almost private smile on her face as she talks to him.

I'm touched by her gentleness in a way that feels dangerous. I almost envy the dog, getting that kind of devoted attention and unguarded sweetness.

And then, because my brain apparently hates me, I think about the books. The ones she lent me. Daddy's Girl, which I finished three days ago. Forbidden Older Man, which I'm halfway through and should probably not be reading before bed because the dreams it gives me are wildly inappropriate.

Hailey Walker writes BDSM romance under the pen name Kate Wylde. Her heroines have a thing for older, dominant men who know exactly what they want. Men who take control, who provide structure and safety and, yes, punishment when needed.

I wonder, and I shouldn't wonder, but I do: does Hailey like older men too? Is that preference in her books a reflection of something real?

Derek, her ex, the jackass who showed up at Seaview trying to intimidate her, looked to be in his early thirties. Older than her twenty-five years, sure, but not old. Not like me, forty and graying at the temples.

I grip the steering wheel tighter and tell myself to stop. Just stop. These are indecent thoughts about a vulnerable woman who trusted me enough to reveal what she writes, even though she was reluctant, even though it clearly made her anxious to let me into that part of her life.

I need to respect that trust. I need to be the landlord who's helping with a dog problem, not the creep who's fantasizing about his tenant because she writes sexy books and looks at him with those striking blue eyes.

I force my attention back to the road and try very hard not to look in the rearview mirror again.


CHAPTER 2
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The drive takes about ten minutes. PetSmart sits in a sprawling shopping center off Wilshire, sandwiched between a discount furniture store and a teriyaki place. The parking lot is mostly empty, the weekday afternoon lull making everything feel slower, quieter. Easier, maybe.

"It's in the back," Hailey says from behind me as we walk through the automatic doors. "The classroom."

I've never been inside this PetSmart before, despite having driven past this plaza countless times. In fact, I haven’t been in a pet store for at least ten years. The smell hits me first, a combination of kibble and wood shavings with an underlying animal musk that's not quite unpleasant.

The fluorescent lights are too bright, illuminating rows of colorful products: chew toys shaped like hamburgers and steaks, leashes in every pattern imaginable, bags of food stacked like sandbags against an approaching flood.

Something about the store pulls at a memory I haven’t touched in years. I’m suddenly transported back to my twenties, when Ranger, the German Shepherd I adopted, was my loyal companion for many years. We’d come to a store like this once in a while, and I’d spend twenty minutes agonizing over which treat to buy, as if the decision carried the weight of the world. After Ranger passed, I thought about getting another dog, but I kept putting it off. I simply wasn’t ready for another heartbreaking loss.

I shake the memory off. It doesn't help anyone.

We pass the fish tanks, glowing and bubbling, then the small-animal section, where guinea pigs huddle in corners and a lone hamster runs maniacally on a wheel. A woman with a shopping cart stops to let us pass, her golden retriever sitting obediently at her side. Hercules, naturally, starts to whine.

"Shh," Hailey whispers, tightening her grip on the leash.

The classroom is in the far back corner, behind the grooming salon where I can hear the whir of clippers and the occasional bark. Through the glass wall, I can see people already inside. A woman stands at the front, mid-fifties, with short gray hair and a bright yellow polo shirt with the PetSmart logo. She's smiling at something, gesturing with her hands, radiating the kind of cheerful competence that probably makes nervous dog owners feel better.

"That's Patty," Hailey says quietly. "The trainer."

Patty looks exactly like someone named Patty should look: round-faced and warm, the type of person who probably has an endless supply of patience and dog treats in her pockets. I can see why Hailey tried this before, even if she didn't make it through the whole session.

As we get closer, Hercules starts pulling hard on the leash. His nails click frantically on the linoleum. He can see the other dogs now, through the glass, and his entire body vibrates with excitement.

"Hercules, no," Hailey says, but there's no authority in it. She's pleading.

"Sit," I tell him, my voice low and firm.

The dog ignores me completely, whining instead, a high-pitched sound that makes Hailey laugh despite herself.

"He's impossible," she says, but she's smiling.

When we enter the room, Patty's face lights up. "Hercules! You came back! Good boy! And you brought your daddy!"

Hailey glances at me, blushing, but there’s a smile tugging at her mouth. I open my mouth to correct Patty but decide it doesn’t matter. I can pretend to be the rascal’s daddy for an hour.  I smile instead and say, “Hi, I’m Walter. Nice to meet you.”

“Walter, good to have you. Go ahead and find a spot on the floor,” she says. “You’re just in time for the fun part.”

Patty’s enthusiasm is genuine, which I appreciate. But the two other people in the room don't share it. A middle-aged man with a German Shepherd that looks like it could double as a small horse tenses visibly, his hand tightening on the leash. Next to him, a woman in yoga pants grips the lead of her Husky, pulling the dog slightly closer to her legs.

And then Hercules starts barking. Sharp, insistent barks that echo off the walls and make both the German Shepherd and the Husky's ears flatten.

I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing. Hercules is a fraction of their size, barely reaching the Shepherd's shoulder, and yet he's the one making everyone nervous. It's absurd. It's like watching a house cat try to intimidate a lion.

"He's friendly," Hailey says quickly, apologetically, to the room at large. "I promise he's friendly. He just... he has trouble with social cues."

We find a spot on the floor and sit down next to each other, close enough that our shoulders almost touch. Hercules plants himself by Hailey's foot, still vibrating with barely contained energy.

"Sit," I tell him again, and this time he does, though he keeps looking around the room like he's planning his next move.

A few minutes later, the door opens, and a teenage girl walks in with a long-coated chihuahua on a rhinestone-studded leash. The dog is tiny, beige, and fluffy, with a pink bow clipped to the fur on her head.

"That's Princess," Hailey murmurs.

Princess. Of course it is.

Hercules loses his mind. He lunges forward, pulling the leash taut, barking like Princess is the most exciting thing he's ever seen in his life. The teenage girl freezes, her eyes going wide, and Princess backs up, pressing against her owner's leg.

"I'm so sorry," Hailey says, her voice going high and strained. She's pulling Hercules back, wrapping the leash around her hand for more control. "He won't hurt her. He just wants to say hi."

"It's okay," I say, loud enough for the girl to hear. I look at her directly, trying to project calm. "He's just awkward at making friends. He won't bite."

The girl nods uncertainly and moves to the opposite side of the room.

Patty claps her hands together, drawing everyone's attention. "All right, everyone! Let's get started. Welcome back, Hercules, and good to see you again, Princess. Today we're going to work on some basic commands. You've all been practicing 'sit,' which is great, so now we're going to add 'stay,' 'down,' and 'come.'"

She's relentlessly positive, speaking in exclamation points, and I can see why people would trust her with their dogs. She walks us through each command slowly, demonstrating with her own well-behaved border collie, who sits beside her like a furry assistant.

"Start with 'stay,'" Patty says. "Make your dog sit, then hold your hand up like this—" she raises her palm, “and take a step back. If they move, bring them back to the starting position and try again. Remember, patience and consistency!"

Hailey tries with Hercules. He sits, she holds up her hand, takes a step back. Hercules immediately trots after her.

"No, baby, you have to stay," she tells him, her voice soft and pleading.

He tilts his head at her, confused.

"Let me try," I say.

I take the leash from her, and our fingers brush for a second. The contact is brief but warm, and I feel it more than I should. I tell Hercules to sit. He does. I raise my hand and step back, keeping my eyes on him.

He stays for maybe three seconds, then his back legs start to twitch.

"Stay," I say firmly.

He stays. Five seconds. Ten.

"Good boy," I tell him, and Hailey claps quietly beside me, delighted.

We work through the other commands. "Down" is a disaster; Hercules flops onto his side dramatically, like we've asked him to do something utterly unreasonable. "Come" works better, though he runs at us with so much enthusiasm he nearly crashes into our legs.

The German Shepherd and the Husky, meanwhile, perform everything perfectly, their owners looking smug. Princess does okay, though she seems more interested in her bow than in learning anything.

Throughout the class, Hailey is a study in contradictions. She’s quick to apologize for Hercules, almost flustered when he acts out, but with him she’s steady and calm, her voice soft, her movements sure. And watching her, I feel something shift in my chest, something warm and uncomfortable and undeniable.

I try to be helpful. When Hercules barks at the Husky, I reassure the woman that he's harmless. When he tries to lunge toward the German Shepherd, I step in to hold the leash, giving Hailey a break. I catch Patty watching us once, a small smile on her face, and feel like a schoolboy basking in his teacher’s approval.

Near the end of the class, Patty has us bring the dogs closer together for what she cheerfully calls "socialization time."

"Let them sniff each other," she instructs. "It's how they communicate. Yes, even the butts. Especially the butts."

Everyone laughs, though Hailey's face goes bright red. I glance at her, and she catches me looking, and for a moment we just grin at each other like idiots.

Hercules, to his credit, behaves himself. He sniffs Princess tentatively, tail wagging, and after a moment of hesitation, Princess sniffs him back. They circle each other, which, according to Patty, is the universal dog dance.

The drive home is quieter. Hercules is worn out, sprawled across Hailey's lap in the back seat, his eyes half-closed. I glance at them in the rearview mirror and see Hailey stroking his head absently, staring out the window.

"Thank you, Walter," she says suddenly. "Really. Thank you so much."

"You already thanked me," I tell her. "Three times. Four, if you count the one when we were leaving the store."

"I know, but I don't think you understand how much this means. I couldn't have done that without you."

"You would have been fine."

"No," she says quietly. "I wouldn't have."

There's something in her voice, a vulnerability that makes me grip the steering wheel tighter. I don't know what to say, so I don't say anything.

After a moment, she speaks again. "I don't know how to thank you properly."

"You don't need to—"

"I do," she interrupts. "And you're already helping me so much just by letting me keep him, so I really want to … do something for you."

My heart flutters. What should I say to her? How can I convince her that I enjoyed our time together without suggesting something inappropriate?

“If you really want to thank me,” I say finally, “you could make me another loaf of banana bread. It was really good.”

“Sure. I’m glad you liked it. But I can do better than that,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice now. “I was thinking maybe dinner? I have this secret recipe for beef tacos, and I make a mean guacamole. Madison loves it. I was going to cook anyway.” She pauses. “If you want, I mean. No pressure.”

My mouth waters just hearing her describe it. Tacos. Guacamole. And an evening with her, and maybe Madison, too.

I should say no. I should thank her politely and decline, keep this professional, and maintain boundaries.

"What time?" I ask instead.

"Madison gets home at about six thirty. So, seven?"

"I'll be there."

In the rearview mirror, I see her smile, soft and genuine, and something in my chest loosens and tightens at the same time.

This is a terrible idea. But I'm going to do it anyway.


CHAPTER 3
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The apartment smells like a Mexican restaurant. Seasoned beef, warm tortillas with that distinctive corn sweetness, lime sharp enough to clear my sinuses, and cilantro everywhere. I sit across from the Walker sisters at their small dining table, a wooden thing that wobbles slightly when I lean my elbows on it, which I do because I'm trying to look casual and failing.

Hercules lies under the table, his breath warm against my ankle. I guess this afternoon’s bonding has earned his trust. Or maybe it’s the food. I can feel him waiting, patient as a monk, for something to drop. He’s already had his dinner, a fact Hailey mentioned twice while cooking, as if she needed to remind herself not to slip him scraps.

The food covers the table, piled into mismatched bowls and plates. The tortillas are stacked high, still steaming, and they're homemade. Actually homemade, not the grocery store kind you warm up and pretend. Hailey mentioned something about masa harina and a tortilla press while I was sitting on the couch earlier, watching her move around the kitchen.

The guacamole sits in a ceramic bowl, chunky with tomatoes and onions, flecked with cilantro and probably some secret ingredient she'll never tell me about. The beef is in a cast-iron skillet, dark and fragrant with cumin and chili powder. And there's a broth, clear and golden, with fat carrots and rounds of zucchini and corn still on the cob, cut into thick coins.

I take a bite of my taco, and something happens in my mouth that I'm not prepared for. The tortilla is soft and warm, the beef tender and rich, the guacamole cool and creamy with a kick of jalapeño at the end. I let out a sound, something between a groan and a sigh, completely involuntary.

"This is the best taco I've ever had," I say, and I mean it.

Madison nods enthusiastically, already building her third taco. "Right? Hailey could open a Mexican restaurant. I keep telling her."

Hailey shakes her head, laughing. "Stop flattering me, Maddy."

"I'm not flattering. I'm stating facts."

I chew slowly, savoring it, and find myself gazing at them across the table. Madison has her hair in a sleek, high ponytail tonight, and she's wearing a long-sleeved, dark-blue button-up shirt tucked into jeans. She looks put together, like she's been working in an office instead of going to school.

Hailey wears a soft, gray t-shirt and yoga pants. Her hair is pulled back into a short tail. When I arrived twenty minutes ago, she was wearing an apron, a floral thing tied around her waist, and she looked like someone's wife, someone's mother, someone mature and capable. Not at all like the "daddy's girl" characters she writes about, the ones who pout and beg and call older men "sir."

Hailey looks up and catches me staring. Her cheeks flush, pink spreading across her face like watercolor. "What are you thinking?"

I blink, caught. "Nothing."

"That's not a very convincing nothing," Madison says, grinning.

"Nothing bad," I say quickly. "Just wondering how come your characters are always bad at cooking when you love cooking so much."

Madison gasps, theatrical and loud. "Ooh, somebody is seriously reading your book, Hailey."

Hailey pauses, her taco halfway to her mouth, and then she laughs. It's a real laugh, surprised and delighted. "Ohmigod, you're so right. I wasn't even aware of it." She sets the taco down, looking genuinely puzzled. "Actually, I don't know why."

Madison doesn't miss a beat. "I know why. It's because Hailey wants the MMC to cook. She's got a thing for men who cook. Thinks they're hot."

"I do not!" Hailey's face goes from pink to red, a full flush that spreads down her neck.

"You absolutely do."

"I don't!"

I nod slowly, piecing it together. "Ah, that makes sense." I think about the books I read, the scenes where the older men make elaborate breakfasts, cook steaks to perfection, and feed their younger lovers bites of chocolate cake. "The daddies in your books are excellent cooks."

“See?” Madison says smugly.

Hailey covers her face with her hands, groaning.

And I feel something sink in my chest, something heavy and unwelcome. I, Walter Haines, am not good at cooking. I can boil pasta without burning it. I can make scrambled eggs that are edible. I can follow the instructions on the back of a frozen pizza box. Cooking, for me, is a survival skill, a necessity, not an art. I have never felt bad about this, not once in my forty years, until this exact moment.

Wait. What am I doing?

Why does it matter what Hailey finds attractive? Why do I care that I can't cook?

I'm sitting here, eating dinner with Madison, the woman I'm seeing, the woman I've been sleeping with, and I'm thinking about impressing her sister. I'm thinking about Hailey's blush and Hailey's laugh and the way she looked in that apron, domestic and warm and completely off limits.

This is inappropriate. This is wrong.

I take a long drink of water and focus on my plate, on the food, on anything except the way Hailey's fingers curl around her taco or the way her lips close around the edge of the tortilla.

"You okay?" Madison asks.

"Yeah," I say. "Just really enjoying the food."

Hercules shifts under the table, his tail thumping once against my leg, and I'm grateful for the distraction. I reach down and scratch behind his ear, and he sighs, content.

The sisters go back to talking about the tortillas, about where Hailey learned to make them, about some cooking class she took in college. I eat my soup and nod at the appropriate moments and try very, very hard not to look at Hailey's face.

How can I lust after Hailey when Madison is sitting right there, close enough to touch, smiling at me with those blue eyes that are the same shade as her sister's but somehow completely different?

What the hell is wrong with me lately? My libido has gone completely haywire. I thought that having regular sex, good sex, satisfying sex with various women would calm me down, would settle something restless inside me. But it's had the opposite effect. I'm hungrier now than I've ever been. Not satisfied. Not sated. Just wanting more, more, more.

This has to stop. It isn't healthy.

"Earth to Walter!" Madison's voice cuts through my thoughts like a knife through butter, sharp and sudden. I look up, blinking. She's grinning at me, her eyes bright with mischief. "You completely zoned out."

"Sorry," I say. "Just thinking."

"About what?"

"Nothing important." Everything important. Nothing I can say out loud.

Madison leans forward, ignoring her sister's warning look. "So let me tell you a secret."

"Maddy," Hailey says, but there's no real force behind it.

"If you want in Hailey's heart, all you need is to make a perfect hard-boiled egg."

I blink. "What?"

"Stop it, Maddy." Hailey's face is red again, but she's smiling. "You're selling me short."

"Not at all." Madison waves her hand dismissively. "It's the truth. No one has won your heart yet because no one has passed the simple task. Pathetic, really."

I find myself mentally cataloging my egg-boiling abilities. How hard can it be? Cold water, eggs, bring to a boil, turn off the heat, let sit. I've done it a hundred times. Sometimes the yolks are a little green around the edges, but they're edible. Definitely edible.

"Derek," Madison continues, her voice dripping with disdain, "the dumb ass who showed up last time, couldn't even manage to boil an egg without cracking its shell."

I can't help but chuckle. "Well, I guess I'm better than that. I'm not a champion in making hard-boiled eggs, but at least I don't crack shells often. In fact, never."

I stop. The words hang in the air between us.

What the hell am I doing? Why am I defending my egg-boiling prowess? Why do I sound like I'm applying for a job as Hailey's personal chef? To win Hailey's heart?

"Not that I'm trying to impress Hailey," I add quickly, but the moment the words leave my mouth, I know I've made a terrible mistake.

Madison's grin widens, triumphant. "You totally are!"

My face burns. I can feel it, the heat spreading from my neck up to my ears. I focus on my soup, spooning broth into my mouth even though it's too hot and scalds my tongue.

"He's not," Hailey says, coming to my rescue. She shoots her sister a look. "Stop teasing him."

"I'm not teasing him." Madison's voice is all innocence, but her eyes are dancing. "Just pointing out some facts. Anyway, how did the training go?"

I could kiss her. Not literally, obviously, given the current awkwardness, but metaphorically. The change of subject is a lifeline.

Hailey straightens in her chair, clearly relieved to be talking about something else. "It went really well, actually. Better than I expected."

She launches into a detailed report, describing how Hercules learned to sit and stay, how he only barked twice during the whole session, and how he managed to “socialize” with other dogs in the end. Hailey's face lights up when she talks about him, about the moment he finally understood the "down" command and dropped to his belly, tail wagging.

"He got a little distracted by Princess, the little chihuahua," Hailey admits, "but Walter helped redirect his attention."

"I just stood there and talked," I say. "Hercules did all the work."

"You did more than that. You were great with him." Hailey's eyes meet mine, and something passes between us, something warm and soft that makes my chest tighten.

I look away, back at my soup.

Madison is watching us both with an expression I can't quite read. Amusement, maybe. Or satisfaction. "So," she says slowly, "does this mean Walter will go with you again next week?"

"Oh, no," Hailey says quickly. "I can handle it myself. No need to trouble Walter."

"It's no trouble," I say, and I mean it. "I enjoyed it. I enjoy being Hercules' daddy."

The words come out before I can stop them, and Madison bursts out laughing.

"Hercules' daddy?" she repeats, delighted.

Hailey smiles, her cheeks pink. "That's what Patty kept calling him. The instructor."

"She thought you were a couple?" Madison's eyebrows shoot up.

"She thought we were Hercules' parents," Hailey clarifies. "It was awkward."

"It wasn't that awkward," I say with a shrug.

Madison sits back in her chair, looking between us with that same unreadable expression. "Ooh, I'm jealous."

Hailey laughs, surprised. "Jealous of whom? Of Hercules or me?"

"Both,” Madison says with a playful smile.

The word hangs in the air, and for a moment nobody speaks. I reach for my water glass and drink, grateful for something to do with my hands. Under the table, Hercules shifts, his paw resting on my foot, warm and solid and uncomplicated.

Unlike everything else in this apartment right now.


CHAPTER 4
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After dinner, the two young women move quickly to clean up. I offer to help but they wave me off, so I sit on the couch and watch as they navigate around each other in the small kitchen, Hailey rinsing dishes while Madison loads the dishwasher.

Hercules stretches, yawns, and pads over to his crate in the corner of the living room. He circles twice before lying down, his head on his paws, watching us with dark, knowing eyes. The party is over, at least for him.

"Tequila?" Madison asks, pulling a bottle from the cabinet above the fridge.

“Sure,” I say. I’m not much for liquor, but saying no feels impossible right now, like refusing would break some unspoken rule.

She brings over three shot glasses, small and mismatched, and pours. The tequila is golden, not the cheap clear stuff from college parties. She hands me a glass and I sip it, feeling the burn slide down my throat, warm and smooth.

Madison settles into the armchair across from me, curling her legs underneath her. Hailey sits on the other end of the couch, leaving a careful distance between us.

"So," Madison says, her voice casual in a way that immediately puts me on edge. "Have you ever had sex with a student in your office?"

I nearly choke on my drink. Tequila burns in my sinuses and I cough, my eyes watering. "What?"

"Just asking."

"Are we playing truth or shot?" I manage to say once I can breathe again.

Madison laughs. "No! Just asking."

I set my glass down carefully. "Of course not. You of all people should have known the answer."

She rolls her eyes. "Again, I'm just asking. No need to be upset, Mr. Haines."

The way she calls me by my old title never fails to make something twist in my stomach. "I'm not upset," I say, keeping my voice level. "Just disappointed that you would consider the possibility."

Hailey leans forward. "She didn't mean anything by it, Walter. She's just asking."

But Madison doesn't look apologetic. Instead, she tilts her head and asks another question. "Okay. Have you fantasized about it?"

Dammit. I open my mouth, and close it. The honest answer is yes, of course I have. After Madison’s frequent office visit, and after she told me she loved me, I couldn’t help but have those dark, fleeting thoughts about her. I was able to dismiss them quickly and maintain self-control.

I don't answer. Because I hated myself for even thinking about it

Madison's smile is triumphant. "That means yes."

"There's no law against fantasizing," I say, defensive although embarrassed.

"Exactly!" She leans forward, her eyes bright. "You're allowed to fantasize about forbidden things. But don't you want more?"

I narrow my eyes. "What do you mean by that?"

"Well," Madison says, glancing at her sister, "wouldn't it be more fun to act out your fantasy? Not for real, but to pretend?"

I blink. Look from Madison to Hailey and back again. They're exchanging a look, something secretive and knowing, and suddenly I understand.

They're inviting me to roleplay.

My heart kicks into overdrive, thumping hard against my ribs. "It depends. What exactly do you have in mind?"

Madison grins. "Hailey and I were thinking that maybe you could help us act out some scenes from her next book. Professor Daddy. It's about a love affair between a college student and her hot econ professor."

I swallow hard. "Go on."

"The thing is," Madison continues, clearly enjoying herself, "Hailey needs help choosing between two alternatives for a very hot scene that takes place during the professor's office hours. The student comes in for help, and things get, well, heated."

Hailey nods, her face flushed but her voice steady. "It would be helpful if you could pretend to be the professor. Madison will play the student. And we need to see both versions to know which one works better for the story."

"You want me to roleplay potential scenes for your book," I say slowly, making sure I understand.

"Yes," Hailey says.

"With Madison as the student."

"Yes."

I should say no. This is clearly crossing a line, maybe several lines. But the idea is irresistible, a fantasy come to life, safe because it's just pretending, just acting. Madison used to be my student, but she isn't anymore. We've already crossed whatever lines existed between us. And it's just roleplay. Just make-believe.

"Sure," I hear myself say. My voice sounds calm, controlled, nothing like the chaos inside me. "Why not?"

But then a question occurs to me, obvious and immediate. "What about you, Hailey?"

Hailey's face goes from pink to red. She glances at her sister. "Well, I'm, uh, going to stay upstairs, I guess."

"No!" Madison's voice is firm. "You're going to stay and observe. You have to make a decision between the two alternatives, right? You need to see them both."

"S...sure," Hailey says, meeting my eyes. "If it's okay with Walter."

I understand what she's really asking. Hailey will be watching. She'll be in the room while I act out a forbidden scene with her sister. She'll see everything.

"I don't mind," I say quickly, perhaps too quickly. My voice sounds strained even to my own ears. "Not at all."

Madison stands, triumphant. "Great. Now, I'll be back in just a sec." She bounces toward the stairs, her footsteps light and quick on the wood.

And then it's just Hailey and me, sitting in the suddenly too quiet living room, with the weight of what we've agreed to settling between us.

The air in the living room becomes thick and stifling, as if someone had turned off the ventilation and sealed the windows. Hailey and I sit on opposite ends of the couch, the space between us feeling both too wide and not wide enough.

She speaks first, her voice soft. "Thank you for doing this. It'll help me a lot."

"Not a problem," I say. "Glad to help."

The silence stretches again. I rack my brain for something to say, something to cut through the tension. "So," I start, my voice too loud in the quiet room, "are you really into men who cook?"

Hailey laughs, a small, genuine sound that makes something in my chest ease. "It's just one of the traits I find attractive in men. But of course, it's not the only thing that makes a man attractive."

She looks at me as she says it, and there's something in her gaze that fills me with a hope I have no right to feel. Her blue eyes hold mine for a beat too long, saying something her words aren't.

I shift in my seat, aware of my heartbeat accelerating, aware of every inch of space between us. I want to ask what else she finds attractive. I want to know if I fit any of her other criteria. Instead, I clear my throat and ask, "What exactly do you consider a perfect hard-boiled egg?"

She laughs again, softer this time. "I don't have a strict standard. As long as the yolk isn't runny or too dry, and the white stays tender."

I find myself leaning slightly forward. "That doesn't seem that hard."

I can definitely do that. I can practice. I can master the perfect hard-boiled egg.

"Not at all," Hailey says, and her voice is husky now, lower than before. Her eyes shimmer in the lamplight, bright and warm and fixed on me.

"I'm coming down!" Madison's voice echoes from upstairs, breaking the moment like a stone through glass. "Close your eyes, Mr. Haines."

I chuckle, grateful for the interruption and disappointed by it in equal measure. "Okay, what are you up to?"

I close my eyes, and the world goes dark. I can hear my own breathing, loud and fast. I hear Madison's footsteps on the stairs, quick and light. And then a scent reaches me, sweet and artificial, strawberries and vanilla.

"Okay," Madison says. "Open your eyes."

I do, and suck in a breath.

Madison stands in front of me wearing the same makeup from last week, when I visited their apartment unannounced. Smoky eyes that make her look older and younger at the same time. Lips glossy and pink. Her hair is in the same high ponytail, sleek and swinging. And she's wearing a mini skirt that barely covers her hips. A white button-down shirt, tight across her chest, with the top buttons undone just enough to show the curve of her breasts and the space between them.

“Wow,” I say, and my voice comes out rough. “Do you actually dress like this at school?”

Madison laughs, delighted. “No! Silly. It’s fiction. We’re pretending. But I like the look.”

Shit. I’m behaving like an idiot.

I look at Hailey, suddenly uncertain. "What am I supposed to do? Should I have lines?"

"Just be spontaneous," Hailey says. "I'm still constructing the scenes in my head. Basically, Maddy is going to seduce you, under the pretense of asking for help."

Madison grins. "I'll lead. You just react naturally."

I nod, sitting up straighter on the couch, trying to imagine that I’m a college professor sitting in my office, and the coffee table is my desk. "Okay."

Madison steps back, then forward again, her knuckles rapping against the air. "Knock, knock."

I clear my throat, trying to get into character, trying to sound like a professor and not like a man who's already half-hard from just looking at her. "Come in."

"Good afternoon, Professor Haines." Her voice is different now, breathy and higher, with a hint of something playful underneath.

I take a deep breath. "Hi Miss Walker. What can I do for you?"

My voice comes out wrong, too high-pitched, nervous. Not at all like the authoritative professor I'm supposed to be.

"I just need a bit of help," she says, and she's so good at this, at the innocent act with the knowing eyes. “And, please, call me Maddy.”

"Okay, Maddy. What kind of help?" My voice is lower now, coarser.

"I don't really get the demand and supply thing." She pouts, her lower lip pushing out. "And I wondered whether you could help me with the homework."

The words send a jolt through me because this actually happened. Five years ago, Madison did come to my office asking for help, though it was with a reading assignment, not economics. She sat across from my desk in her school uniform, white shirts and plaid skirts, innocent and yet seductive at the same time. I helped her. I kept my hands to myself and my thoughts professional. But yes, I have fantasized about her afterward.

"I can explain it to you," I say, my mouth suddenly dry. "Do you have your notes with you?"

"Of course." Madison's smile widens. "I came prepared."

She bends down, low and slow, reaching for an imaginary bag on the floor. The skirt rides up, showing me everything. Round ass cheeks, smooth and pale, with a tiny strip of red fabric between them. A thong. She's wearing a thong.

"Jesus," I mutter, the word escaping before I can stop it.

Madison straightens slowly, her eyes locked on mine, and takes a step closer. Each movement is deliberate, calculated. "What's wrong, Professor?" she asks in a husky voice.

I try to think of what my character would say. What would a professor say in this situation? But my mind is blank, wiped clean by the sight of her in that skirt, by the knowledge that Hailey is watching from across the room.

"Nothing," I finally manage to come up with a line. "You just, you dropped your bag."

"I did," Madison agrees. She's standing directly in front of me now, close enough that I can smell her perfume, that strawberry sweetness mixed with something else. "Is that really what's bothering you?"

"I don't know what you mean."

"You're lying." Her voice is sultry now, dripping with suggestion. She drops to her knees in one fluid motion, and my breath catches in my throat. Her hand reaches out, brushes against the front of my jeans, against the very obvious tent there. "Because something is definitely wrong."

"Fuck," I breathe out, the word loud in the quiet room.

And then I can't help it. I laugh. This is absurd. This whole situation is absurd and incredible and I can't quite believe it's happening. I look at Hailey, breaking character completely. "Is this how you plan to write your book?"

Hailey shakes her head, and she's laughing too. "Not really. It's all Madison's idea."

Madison sits back on her heels, looking genuinely offended. "Come on. You're supposed to play along, not question everything."

"Maddy," Hailey says, still laughing. "This is way too dramatic. And dirty. I'm writing romance, not erotica. Besides, it's BDSM. Where are the kinks?"

Madison pauses, her pout deepening. "That's Mr. Haines' fault. He isn't a good player."

I hold up my hands in surrender. "It's my first time. But I can do better if the instructions are clearer."

Madison sighs and looks at her sister. "You're the author. What should we do instead?"

Hailey is quiet for a moment, thinking. When she speaks, her voice is tentative but clear. "Could you be rougher, Walter? I'm thinking it would be the perfect opportunity to spank Maddy when she picks up her notebook."

"Spanking?" I repeat. The word feels strange in my mouth, foreign and exciting at once. "I've never in my life spanked anyone."

The sisters look at each other and giggle, the sound light and conspiratorial.

"You must've fantasized about spanking someone," Madison says, playful again. "A particularly naughty student, for example, who came to your office for three months straight and really tested your patience?"

I grunt softly, feeling my face heat. "You're right. I guess I have."

"Okay then," Madison says, getting to her feet. "Let's try again."

We replay the earlier moment, Madison bending low to retrieve her imaginary bag. This time I stand, my legs slightly unsteady. I step closer to her, my hand hovering over her hip. I can feel the heat of her skin through the thin fabric of her skirt.

I place one hand on her hip, steadying her, and bring my other hand down on her ass cheek. It's gentle, barely more than a pat.

"Like this?" I ask.

"No!" Madison straightens and turns to face me. "That's barely a massage."

I spread both hands helplessly and look at Hailey. "Help?"

Hailey stands, crossing the room. "Here, let me show you."

Madison gets down on all fours on the carpet, her back arched, her ass in the air. The skirt rides up even higher, and I can see everything: the curve of her thighs, the red thong cutting between her cheeks.

Hailey stands beside her sister and brings her hand down hard. The sound is sharp, a crisp crack that echoes in the room.

"Ouch!" Madison yelps.

I wince. "Does it hurt?"

"Not really," Madison says, looking back over her shoulder. "It's more surprising than painful."

Hailey gestures for me to try. I position myself behind Madison, my hand hovering. Then I bring it down, firm and fast, the way Hailey showed me. The impact sends a jolt up my arm and Madison's flesh jiggles slightly.

"Yes, Professor," Madison breathes. "Just like that. More, please."

I can't help but laugh, even as my cock strains against my jeans. "Naughty girl."

I spank her again, harder this time, and then again. My palm stings slightly and Madison's breathing gets heavier.

I stop and look at Hailey. "Am I doing it the way you want?"

Hailey nods, but there's something strange in her expression, something heated and hungry. "You're doing fine, Walter." Her voice is husky, rougher than before.

Madison looks up at her sister, then pushes herself to her feet. "You should take my place."

"What?" Hailey steps back, shaking her head immediately. "No, I'm supposed to watch."

"You should experience it," Madison insists. "I can tell you're dying to feel his hands on you."

Hailey's face goes crimson. “I guess I could do the second version.”  She looks at me as if asking for permission.

My voice comes out coarse, thick with want. "Of course I don't mind."

"I'll just go change," Hailey says quickly, and practically runs for the stairs.

I sink back onto the couch, my heart hammering. Madison climbs onto my lap without hesitation, straddling me, her thighs warm against mine.

"Do you do this a lot?" I ask, my hands finding her waist. "This roleplay thing?"

Madison shakes her head. "Not really. I only dress up for Hailey. Hailey used to do it with Derek, though. But I was never present."

"How come you're so good at it?" I slide my hands down, cupping her ass through the thin skirt.

"I've read enough of Hailey's scenes," she says, gasping slightly as I squeeze.

I give her a playful swat, light but deliberate. "Naughty girl."

She coos, a soft sound of pleasure, and starts to grind against me. I can feel her heat through the layers of fabric between us, feel the pressure of her moving against my erection.

"Looks like someone is getting the hang of it," she whispers, her lips close to my ear.

I am. God help me, I am.

And somewhere upstairs, Hailey is changing, preparing to take her sister's place, and I don't know how I'm supposed to survive what comes next.


CHAPTER 5
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My fingers are slick with Madison's arousal, tracing the swollen folds between her thighs. She's grinding against my hand, her breath hot against my neck, and I'm so focused on the wet heat of her that I almost don't hear the footsteps on the stairs. Almost. But something makes me look up, some shift in the air or the way Madison suddenly goes still, and when I see what's coming down those stairs, my brain short-circuits.

Hailey emerges like some fever dream I didn't know I was having. Her face is mostly bare, just a touch of gloss on her lips. She’s wearing a headband that gives her the look of a bright, fresh-faced college student. The cropped top she's wearing has a large glowing heart painted right in the center, and her pale belly shows between the hem and the waistband of a skirt that can barely be called clothing. It sits so low on her hips I'm amazed it stays up, and it's short enough that I can see the curve where her thighs meet her ass.

"Holy shit," I mutter, the words escaping before I can stop them. I'm gulping air like I've forgotten how to breathe properly.

Madison shifts on my lap, pulling away just enough to look over her shoulder. Her face breaks into a grin. "You look amazing, sis."

Hailey comes down the rest of the stairs with quiet, careful steps. Her cheeks are flushed pink, and she's looking at the floor like a shy schoolgirl who just got caught passing notes in class. The contrast between the outfit and her demeanor is doing things to me I don't have words for. My cock is straining against my pants, and I'm grateful Madison is still mostly covering my lap.

When Hailey reaches the bottom of the stairs, Madison slides off me. My erection is obvious now, tenting my pants, but neither of them seems surprised or concerned. Madison walks to the chair Hailey had been sitting in earlier and drops into it with the satisfied air of someone settling in for a good show.

"It's my turn to watch," she announces with a smirk, crossing one leg over the other. "You two get your acts together."

My heart thumps so hard I'm worried it's going to knock a hole in my chest wall. I can barely breathe, much less speak, when Hailey stands in front of me.

Up close, I can see she wears no bra; the hard points of her breasts nearly poke through the fabric of her shirt. Yet her face shows no signs of deliberate seduction. She glances at me with those innocent blue eyes, her fingers twisting together nervously.

"Hi, Hailey," I manage to say, and it comes out dumb and thick. “How may I help you?”

She bites her bottom lip, and I want to bite it too.

"Do you also need help with demand," I pause, trying to remember what Madison said earlier, "or supply?"

Hailey giggles, a soft sound that makes my cock twitch. "No, Professor," she says, and her voice is different now, younger and uncertain. "I'm here because I have something to confess."

I'm supposed to play along. I know that. But my mind is blank except for the image of those eager hard points and that sliver of pale stomach. I swallow hard. "What is it?"

"I..." She looks down, then back up at me through her lashes. "I cheated on my last exam. I looked at my notes."

The words come from somewhere outside myself, some part of my brain that's still functioning. "This is very bad," I hear myself say, and then I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. I glance at Madison for help.

She shrugs and makes a face, as if to say, “It’s your call.”

I curse silently and recall what I would’ve done as a teacher, "I guess I'll have to punish you," I say, barely recognizing my voice. “You’re going to get a zero, and you will…fail the course.”

“Oh, no, Professor!” Hailey entreats. “I’ll do anything, just don’t fail me, please!”

“I guess I can let you retake the exam,” I say uncertainly. “But …”

“You need to spank her, now!” Madison urges, apparently losing patience with my slow acting.

“Yeah,” I say. “I might need to spank you.”

"Yes, please, Professor." Hailey's voice is barely a whisper.

And then she's getting on all fours in front of me, right there on the carpet, her hands and knees on the floor. She reaches back with one hand and lifts the already obscenely short skirt, and I see that there's nothing underneath. No panties. Just the pale curve of her ass, perfect and round and completely bare.

"Fuck," I breathe, and this time it's not acting at all.

"You are very naughty, Hailey." The words come out rough, and I mean every syllable. This isn't just a line anymore. I can't reconcile this version of Hailey with the shy, modest young woman who blushed when I complimented her cooking. But maybe that's the point. Maybe this isn't Hailey at all, but some character she's created, some persona she can hide behind. And maybe I'm not supposed to question it so much. Maybe I'm just supposed to play along.

I bend slightly, reaching for the curve of her ass. My palm hovers there for a second. "Ready?" I ask, because even in the middle of this madness, I need to be sure.

"Yes, please." Her voice is muffled, face turned toward the floor.

I let my hand fall, and the smack of skin on skin is loud in the quiet room. Hailey groans, a sound that goes straight to my cock, and I freeze.

"Am I hurting you?"

She turns her head to look at me, and there's a flash of frustration in those blue eyes. "No," she says firmly. "And you're not supposed to ask."

"Okay," I say, and this time I don't hesitate. My hand comes down again, harder this time, and the sound is even louder. Her ass jiggles slightly from the impact, and a pink handprint blooms on her pale skin.

Hailey whimpers, and the sound is pure sex. It's needy and raw and it makes me want to do it again. I glance over at Madison because I can't help myself, and she's shifted forward in the chair, one hand cupping her breast through her shirt.

"This is so hot. It’s totally working for me," Madison says, her voice thick. "Don't stop, please."

I'm about to deliver another smack when a low growl cuts through the moment like a knife. Hercules. I'd completely forgotten about the dog, but he's awake now and heading straight for us with his ears back and his teeth showing.

He barks, sharp and loud, and then he's jumping up on me, his paws scrabbling at my legs. Both women shriek at the same time.

"Stop it, Hercules! Sit!" Hailey scrambles to her feet, pulling her skirt down.

"Hercules, no!" Madison is up too, trying to grab the dog.

But Hercules is having none of it. He's still barking, still jumping, and I can see the confusion and protectiveness in his eyes. He thinks I'm hurting Hailey. Which, technically, I suppose I am.

I turn to face the dog and give him my best stern look. "Sit."

Hercules whines, a high-pitched sound of distress, but his haunches lower reluctantly. He sits, but he's still tense, still watching me with suspicious eyes.

I scoop him up before he can change his mind. He's heavier than he looks, all solid muscle under that tricolor coat, and he wriggles in my arms as I carry him back to his crate. I set him inside and close the door, and he immediately starts whining again.

"Sorry, buddy," I mutter. "You're not invited to this party."

When I turn around, both sisters are standing there looking disheveled and flushed. Madison is biting back a laugh, and Hailey is still bright red, though I can't tell if it's from arousal or embarrassment or both.

"We should go upstairs," Madison suggests, glancing at the crate where Hercules is now pawing at the bars. "Before he decides to stage a rescue mission."

Hailey nods quickly, already heading for the stairs. I follow, my heart still racing, my erection still painfully hard. As I climb the stairs behind them, I get a perfect view of both their asses, and I wonder what the hell I've gotten myself into.

The bedroom is smaller than I expected, cozy in a way that makes me immediately aware of how intimate this is about to get. There are two pillows on a queen-sized bed covered in a cream-colored duvet, a nightstand on each side with matching lamps casting warm light, and a dresser against the far wall with framed photos I don't let myself look at too closely. The room smells faintly of coconut and vanilla. There's a chair by the window with clothes draped over it, and the carpet is the same beige as downstairs.

I'm still taking it all in when Madison's hands find the hem of my shirt. She tugs it up, and I raise my arms to help her pull it over my head. The air conditioning makes my skin prickle, or maybe that's just the anticipation. I drop the shirt on the chair by the window while Madison moves to my belt, her fingers quick and practiced as she unbuckles it.

"Someone's eager," I say, trying for humor to steady my nerves.

"You have no idea, Professor," she replies with that wicked smile of hers.

“Are we still doing the roleplay?” I ask. “This is not an office anymore, I don’t think?”

“No,” Hailey says, chuckling. “That part is over.”

I wonder which version she’ll use, but I don’t ask. I’m too occupied with what we’re doing now.

Madison stops what she’s doing. “But the roleplay continues, Mr. Haines. And it’s for real. Are you in?” she asks.

I chuckle. “I don’t think I have a choice,” I say gruffly. “I’m too deep in this already.”

Madison smirks. “Exactly, thanks to the play.” She unbuttons my pants and lowers the zipper, then tugs them down my hips. I step out of them awkwardly, nearly losing my balance, and she folds them over the chair with my shirt. I'm standing there in just my briefs now, my erection making an obscene tent in the fabric, and both sisters are staring.

Madison kneels in front of me, and the sight of her on her knees is enough to make my cock pulse. She hooks her fingers into the waistband of my briefs and peels them down slowly, torturously, until my erection springs free.

Hailey gasps, and it's not a theatrical sound. It's a genuine surprise. "Holy shit," she mutters, her eyes wide. "You're not lying, sis. He is gorgeous."

My face heats up. "What? You two talked about me behind my back?"

Madison looks up at me with a grin that's pure mischief. "Of course, we do," she says in a sultry voice that makes my balls tighten. "All the time."

I should probably be offended or embarrassed, but instead I find myself chuckling. "Naughty girls," I say, and my voice comes out strained because Madison's hand is wrapping around my shaft now, giving it a slow stroke. "What're you going to do about it?"

The sisters glance at each other, some silent communication passing between them, and then they both lick their lips in unison. It's almost comical, except that I'm so turned on I can barely think.

"We want to taste you together," Hailey says, and the shy girl from downstairs is gone completely now.

I suck in a breath. This isn't new to me. Anya and Gabby did this not long ago, in what feels like another lifetime. But knowing what's coming doesn't make it any less thrilling. If anything, the anticipation is worse because I know exactly how good it's going to feel.

"What are you waiting for?" I ask, and my voice is rough with lust.

The sisters grin at each other again, and then they're both reaching for me. Madison's hand stays wrapped around the base of my cock while Hailey's smaller fingers join it, their hands stacked on top of each other. And then their tongues are on me, wet and warm and moving in synchronized strokes from bottom to top.

"Fuck," I breathe, and my hands find their faces, cupping their cheeks.

They work together like they've practiced this, which maybe they have. Madison focuses on one side while Hailey takes the other, their tongues meeting at the top to swirl around the tip. The dual sensation is almost too much, pleasure sparking up my spine and making my thighs tense.

I stroke their faces at first, gentle and almost reverent, but as the tension builds in my lower belly, I need something to anchor me. My hands move to their heads, wrapping Madison's high ponytail around one fist and gripping a strand of Hailey's hair with the other.

They don't seem to mind. If anything, they seem encouraged, their movements becoming more enthusiastic. Madison takes the head of my cock into her mouth while Hailey licks the base, and then they switch, and I'm making sounds I didn't know I was capable of.

Just when I think I can't take any more, Madison pulls back. Her lips are swollen, her eyes dark with arousal. "Hailey," she says, slightly breathless, "show me how to give a proper blowjob. You've done tons of research on it, right? Not to mention practicing."

I mutter a curse at the request. The idea of watching Hailey demonstrate her skills is almost enough to make me come right there.

Hailey looks up at me with those blue eyes, and there's a hint of pride in her expression. "Gladly," she says.

She moves directly in front of me, nudging her sister aside, and Madison shifts to sit on the bed where she has a better view. Hailey is still in that cropped top and tiny skirt. When she glances up at me with those clear blue eyes, the combination of innocent and obscene is making my head spin.

"First," Hailey says, her voice taking on a lecturing tone that would be funny if I wasn't so turned on, "you need to warm up. Spend some time licking the shaft, circling the head, sucking the tip, and flicking your tongue."

And then she demonstrates, and I realize this isn't just talk. Hailey knows exactly what she's doing. Her tongue traces the length of my erection with slow, deliberate strokes, then circles the head in a way that makes my knees weak. She sucks just the tip into her mouth, her tongue flicking against the sensitive spot underneath, and I groan so loudly I'm worried the neighbors might hear.

But she's not just using her mouth. One hand wraps around the base of my cock, squeezing gently where her mouth can't reach. The other hand cups my balls, rolling them with just the right amount of pressure.

And through it all, she's looking up at me. Eye contact. Constant, unwavering eye contact that makes this feel impossibly intimate.

"Fuck, you're good," I hear myself mutter.

"She is, right?" Madison says from the bed, and she sounds genuinely proud. "I told you."

Hailey is obviously encouraged by our compliments. Her eyes are slightly watery now, but there's a trace of a smile on her lips even with me in her mouth. She takes me deeper, her head moving lower along my length, and the wet heat of her mouth is exquisite.

My shaft is thick, I know that, and it stretches her petite mouth wide. But she shows no signs of concern. Her cheeks puff out first as she takes more of me, and then hollow as she creates suction, and I can feel every movement of her tongue, every squeeze of her hand.

My tip brushes against the roof of her mouth, then deeper, reaching her soft palate. She pauses there, adjusting, and then Madison speaks.

"Deep throat him, Hailey."

Hailey's eyes flick to her sister, then back to me, as if waiting for my consent. I've been deep-throated before, and recently. Anya and Gabby both tried it, but it never lasted more than a second or two. I've always assumed women don't actually enjoy it, that it's just something they do because they think men want it.

"You don't have to, sweetheart," I say, meaning it.

Madison rolls her eyes. "She wants to, don't you Hailey?"

Hailey nods, and Madison looks at me. "Do you want to, Daddy?"

I swallow hard at the title. "Yes," I admit, because honesty seems important at this moment. "But only if it isn't uncomfortable for Hailey."

Hailey makes a muffled sound, shaking her head slightly as if to tell me not to worry. And then she tilts her head down, and I feel the tip of my erection push past her soft palate.

My heart races. I'm in her throat now, past the point where most people would gag. But Hailey doesn't gag. Instead, her throat muscles grip me, squeezing me in a way that's completely different from her mouth. The sensation is exquisite, almost unbearably good.

And then she does something I've never felt before. Her throat muscles flex, contracting in waves around my cock like she's swallowing. The naughty girl has learned how to control her throat to squeeze me.

I grunt, my hands pressing down on her shoulders, not to push her but to keep myself upright. I give her full control, fighting every instinct to thrust deeper.

Madison bites her bottom lip, watching with an expression that's half admiration and half envy. "Holy shit, sis," she says softly, almost reverently. “I can see it moving in your throat.”

Hailey holds me there for what feels like forever but is probably only a few seconds. Then she pulls back slightly, just enough to breathe through her nose, before taking me deep again. She repeats this several times, and each time I feel my control slipping a little more.

Finally, I press my hands more firmly on her shoulders. "Hold it, baby. I don't want to come yet."


CHAPTER 6
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Hailey pauses, as if to make sure that's truly my intention. Then slowly, inch by inch, she lets me slide out of her throat and then her mouth.

Madison is already moving toward me again, clearly ready to practice what her sister just taught her, but I hold up a hand. My cock is slick with Hailey's saliva, throbbing and angry red, and if Madison puts her mouth on me now, I'm going to finish in seconds.

"Hold on," I say, my voice rough. "I don't want to finish in anyone's mouth."

Madison raises an eyebrow, a slow smile spreading across her face. "Oh? And where do you want to finish?"

"I need a pussy," I say bluntly, past the point of being subtle or polite.

"I like a demanding daddy," Madison purrs, and the look she gives me is pure hunger.

The two sisters glance at each other, and then Madison asks. "Who goes first?"

Hailey is still kneeling on the floor, her lips swollen from having deepthroated me, her hair slightly mussed. "You go first this time," she says. "One-on-one like we discussed."

Madison doesn't need to be told twice. She stands up and peels off her shirt, revealing breasts that are fuller than I remember, her nipples already hard. Then she hooks her thumbs into her panties and slides them down her legs, stepping out of them swiftly.

She climbs onto the bed and lies on her back, spreading her legs in invitation. "Come on, Daddy," she says throatily, her hand already moving between her thighs. "I need you inside me now."

I groan at the sight of her touching herself, but I have other ideas. "Get on all fours," I say in a gruff voice, surprised at how easily the command comes. "I'll take you from behind."

"Ooh, sounds hot," Madison coos as she flips over, getting on her hands and knees. "Daddy likes doggy style."

She shakes her ass playfully, and I can see how wet she is, her center glistening in the lamplight. I climb onto the bed behind her, my heart pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears.

Hailey, still on the floor, stands up and moves to the other side of the bed. She lies down on top of the duvet, still in her cropped top and short skirt, propping herself up on her elbows. "I'll just relax and watch the show," she says, and there's something in her voice that suggests she has more planned than just watching.

I position myself behind Madison, one hand gripping her hip to steady her. My cock is painfully erect now, the head already leaking. I guide myself along her wet slit, coating myself in her juices, and Madison whimpers.

"Please, Daddy," she begs. "Get inside me."

I push forward, and her wet channel opens for me easily. Her walls grip me instantly, silk and heat, and we both moan at the contact. I'm not small, and even though she's soaking wet, I feel her stretch to accommodate me.

"Yes, deeper please," Madison says, already begging, and I've barely started.

I give her what she asks for, sliding in until I'm buried to the hilt. Then I pull out slightly before thrusting back in, slowly picking up a pace. Madison moves with me, pushing back to meet each thrust, her moans getting louder with each stroke.

"More," she pants. "Harder."

I slap her ass, not hard but firm enough to make a sound. "Needy girl," I mutter, but I give her what she wants, increasing my pace and the force of my thrusts.

Madison's responses are getting more frantic, and I can feel her getting wetter, her walls fluttering around me. I glance over at Hailey because I can't help myself, and I find her staring at us intently.

But she's not idly watching. She's touching herself, one hand between her legs, moving under her skirt.

"Daddy, I'm jealous," Hailey says, and her voice has a breathy quality that makes my cock pulse inside Madison. "I want you, too."

"Fuck," I curse, the word torn from me. This roleplay is more exciting than I imagined. My education in this topic has come mostly from Hailey's books, which are plenty steamy but don't feature threesome scenes. I'm making this up as I go, and somehow it's working.

I keep watching Hailey as I fuck Madison, unable to look away. Hailey turns around briefly, reaching toward the nightstand. She opens the drawer and takes out a silver chest about the size of a shoebox. She places it on the bed between herself and her sister, and there's a shy smirk on her face that doesn't match the action at all.

"Are you getting a condom?" I ask, slowing down my thrusts despite Madison's protests.

Madison giggles, the sound breathless. "No. It's Hailey's treasure box."

I'm not sure what that means until Hailey opens it, and my mouth falls open. Inside are dildos of various sizes and colors, butt plugs, anal beads, and other toys I can't even name. It's a collection that speaks to serious experimentation and enthusiasm.

"Holy shit," I mutter, and I pulse inside Madison hard enough that she gasps.

"Exactly," Madison says with a laugh. "I can tell they turn you on."

She's not wrong. The sight of that box, the knowledge of what Hailey has done with those toys, is adding fuel to a fire that was already raging.

Hailey doesn't comment. Instead, she reaches into the box with calm deliberation and selects a dildo. It's not the biggest one, maybe six or seven inches, made of what looks like pink silicone. She brings it to her mouth, and I watch as she licks it slowly, thoroughly, while keeping her eyes locked on mine.

The sight is obscene. I'm inside Madison, fucking her steadily now, but my attention is split between the feel of Madison's pussy gripping me and the visual of Hailey preparing that toy with her tongue.

Then Hailey slides the dildo under her skirt, and I watch her face as she guides it inside herself. Her lips part, her eyes flutter closed for just a second, and then she's looking at me again while she moves the toy in and out.

"Fuck," I mutter again, unable to form more coherent thoughts. I'm jealous of that silicone toy, jealous of the way Hailey's face is flushed with pleasure.

Madison's walls throb around me, pulling my attention back to her. "Oh Daddy, I want more, please!" she yelps, getting wetter.

I give her more, driving into her harder, my fingers digging into her hips hard enough to leave marks. I'm watching Hailey fuck herself with that dildo while I'm buried inside Madison, and the double stimulation is almost too much.

Madison is close. I can feel it in the way her walls are starting to flutter, in the pitch of her moans. I shift my hips slightly, changing the depth and angle of my thrusts, and that does it.

"Yes, yes, oh fuck, yes!" Madison's voice rises to a near-scream as she climaxes, her whole body convulsing. Her walls clamp down on me in rhythmic pulses, milking me, and it's all I can do not to come with her.

I grit my teeth, my fingers digging into her hips, holding myself perfectly still inside her while she rides out her orgasm. My balls are drawn up tight, my cock throbbing with the need to release, but I'm not done yet. Not even close.

Madison collapses forward onto her stomach, her body still trembling with aftershocks. I pull out of her carefully, still rock hard and glistening with her wetness. Before I can even process what's happening, Hailey is already moving into position beside her sister, her dildo cast aside.

She gets on all fours, her bottom tilted up toward me, waiting. The skirt has ridden up around her waist, and I have a perfect view of her ass, pale and round with a slight pink mark still visible from earlier. I put both hands on her butt cheeks, stroking the soft skin, feeling the plump texture. It's a different shape than Madison's, fuller somehow, and I find myself mesmerized by the curve.

"Spank me, please, Daddy," Hailey begs, her voice small and needy.

“Sure,” I say, trying to come up with a reason. I remember our earlier roleplay. I’m again the stern professor disciplining his naughty student.

I raise my hand and bring it down with moderate force, making a loud smack in the quiet bedroom.

"That's for cheating on your exam, bad girl," I say.

Hailey coos, the sound pleased. "I won't do it again," she says, her voice taking on that younger quality again. "I promise."

I give her another slap, this one on the other cheek. "This is for playing with the dildo."

Hailey gasps, and I can't tell if it's genuine surprise or performance. "What's wrong with that?"

The answer comes from somewhere primal, possessive. "Your pussy belongs to me, that's why." And even as I say it, I wish it were true. I wish this wasn't just roleplay, that Hailey's body was actually mine to claim.

"I'm sorry, Daddy," Hailey says, looking back at me over her shoulder. "I won't do it again either. Fuck me, please."

I don't delay a second. I'm done with patience, done with holding back. I guide my rigid length to her drenched folds and push forward. The head slips inside easily, but then I feel resistance. She's tight. Incredibly tight.

"Oh," Hailey whimpers the moment I enter her, and I freeze.

I'm surprised by how tight she is. The dildo she was using wasn't small, so I assumed she'd be more relaxed. But her walls are gripping me like a fist, squeezing so hard it's almost painful.

"You’re so fucking tight, baby," I can’t help but mutter.

“Of course,” Madison chimes in. “Hailey does Kegel exercises every day.”

I don’t have the faintest idea what Kegel exercises are, but I love the sound of that. “Good job, Hailey,” I say, holding her hips gently as I enjoy the incredible sensation.

"Thank you," she breathes. "Don’t stop."

I push in slowly, giving her time to adjust, and holy fuck. I won't last long. Hailey's pussy is unexpectedly fierce, her muscles clenching and releasing around me in waves. I'm having trouble connecting this sexual woman with the shy, gentle girl I've known for the past few weeks. But then again, she's experienced and educated in the sexual arena. I shouldn't be surprised at all.

"You are so big, Daddy," Hailey says, and there's real awe in her voice. "And hard."

"Yes, naughty girl," I say, surprised at how much I'm enjoying this roleplay and how quickly I've picked up the skills. "Daddy is hard for you."

I start to move, pulling out slowly and then pushing back in. Hailey pushes back to meet me, and the angle lets me go deeper. She's making small sounds with each thrust, little whimpers that make my balls tighten.

"Daddy is a fast learner," Madison says in a husky voice. I'd almost forgotten she was there, but now she's sitting up, moving closer. She leans in and kisses me on the mouth, her tongue pushing past my lips. At the same time, she takes my hand and guides it between her legs, where she's still wet from her orgasm.

I find her slick clit easily, rubbing in circles around it the way I know she likes. Madison moans into my mouth, grinding against my hand.

"Daddy," Hailey protests, pushing her hips back harder to get my attention. "I want all of you. I want both your hands on me, please."

I hesitate, my hand stilling on Madison's silky folds, my rhythm inside Hailey faltering. I'm torn between them, unsure how to navigate this.

Madison whispers against my lips, "It's all acting, ignore her."

But Hailey is insistent. "I'm not," she says firmly, and there's no trace of shyness or performance in her voice. "I mean it, Maddy. You're supposed to watch only for now. We agreed on this."

Madison pulls back from me, a flash of annoyance crossing her face. "Okay, okay," she says, backing off. She lies down next to her sister, one hand immediately moving between her own thighs.

I'm slightly flattered by Hailey's possessiveness. It's unexpected, this demanding side of her. I cup both of her breasts now, squeezing them through the fabric of her cropped top. They're larger than Madison's and I can barely cover them with my hands.

"Are you happy now, needy girl?" I ask as I thrust into her faster, harder.

"Yes, Daddy," Hailey breathes. "Don't get distracted again, okay?"

"Okay. Daddy is all yours," I say, meaning it more than I should.

I can feel my climax building, that tightening in my lower back, the way my thighs start to tense. But I'm determined to make her come first. I reach around with one hand, finding her clit, and rub it in time with my thrusts.

"Oh god," Hailey gasps. "Oh god, oh god."

"That's it, baby," I encourage, my voice rough. "Come for Daddy."

As I speak, Hailey tenses, every muscle in her body going rigid. "I'm coming, Daddy," she whispers, and then louder, "I'm coming!"

It's like a trigger for me, the willpower that's been holding back my orgasm suddenly collapsing. "Come with me, Hailey," I rasp, gripping her hips so hard I know I'll leave bruises.

Hailey's walls clamp down on me, pulsing in rhythmic contractions, and I let go. My orgasm hits me like a wave, pleasure so intense it's almost painful. I grunt as I empty myself inside her, each pulse of my cock met by the squeeze of her pussy.

Next to us, Madison lets out a sharp cry. I glance over to see her climaxing again, her back arching off the bed, one hand buried between her thighs while the other grasps the bedsheet so hard her knuckles are white.

For a long moment, none of us move. The only sound is our breathing, heavy and ragged, filling the bedroom. My shaft is still inside Hailey, softening slowly, and I can feel the wetness of our combined releases.

Finally, I pull out carefully and collapse onto the bed beside Hailey. She immediately turns over, curling into my side. Madison is on the other side, still catching her breath.

"Maddy, I'm sorry about earlier," Hailey says quietly. "I couldn't help it."

"It's okay, Hailey," Madison replies, her voice soft. "I’m sorry, too. I couldn’t help it, either."

I take both young women in my arms, one on each side, pulling them close. My heart is still racing, my body humming with satisfaction, but I'm already thinking about what comes next.

"No worries, girls," I say, and I hear the contentment in my own voice. "I've got plenty. Just give me a moment to recover. And I'll take you again, at the same time."

I have no idea what I'm actually promising them, no clue how I'm going to make that work, but the sisters both grin like I've just offered them the world.

"Sounds good," Madison says, already looking more energized.

"Can I use my toys, please?" Hailey asks, and there's that shy quality back in her voice. "Not the dildo, of course."

My lust, which had been sated moments ago, stirs at the suggestion. I think about that silver chest full of possibilities, about what "not the dildo" might mean, and my cock gives a valiant twitch despite everything it's just been through.

"Fuck," I mutter. "You girls will be the death of me."

Both sisters laugh, the sound bright and pleased, and I realize I wouldn't want to die any other way.


CHAPTER 7
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I come back from my morning jog a little before seven, sweat cooling on my skin as I unlock my door. Sara moves in today. I’ve known for weeks, signed the lease myself, but the reality hits different this morning. My ex-whatever-we-were will be living in Unit 2, separated from me by one wall and approximately two months of awkward history. I peel off my damp shirt, take a quick shower, and then head for the kitchen to put on coffee, stronger than usual.

The morning crawls by. I check my watch too often and glance out the window facing the street every few minutes. Sara said she’d arrive around nine. I tell myself I’m not waiting for her, but by eight I’ve already showered, dressed, and eaten breakfast. My manuscript sits open on my laptop, the cursor blinking accusingly, but I can’t focus on Peter Chronin’s time-traveling dilemmas when my own past is about to come knocking.

At eight-fifty, I hear the rumble of a large truck. My heart does a stupid little jump. I peek through the blinds and see a moving company logo painted on the side of a truck that seems comically large for a one-bedroom apartment. Then I spot her, blonde hair caught in the morning breeze, gesturing to the movers with confident precision. Sara Shaw, artist, coffee perfectionist, and the woman whose casual comment about having my babies sent me running like a startled cat.

I count to sixty before I go outside. Don't want to seem like I've been watching for her.

"Walter," she says when she sees me. Her smile is warm, genuine. Those blue eyes still hit me like a cold wave.

"Need a hand?" I ask, walking toward the gate where she's struggling with her keys.

"Please. These guys are waiting to unload and I can't get this stupid gate to stay open."

I grab the rubber doorstop kept a few feet away for this exact purpose. “The trick is to wedge it under the gate right in the middle,” I say, as if I’m passing on ancient wisdom.

"My hero," she says, and I can't tell if she's being humorous.

The moving truck looms behind her like a steel mountain. "That's... a lot of stuff," I say, eyeing it dubiously. "The unit isn't exactly spacious."

Sara laughs, pushing a strand of hair behind her ear. "Don't worry, not everything's coming in. Some is headed for a storage unit I rented nearby." She watches as the movers begin unloading. "I've been purging too. Ten years in one place, you accumulate a lot of junk. I’m going to sell most of my furniture and donate clothes I haven't worn since Obama's first term."

"Impressive," I say, recalling how difficult it was for me to abandon my stuff when I moved into the unit I inherited from my dad.  "Most people just keep shuffling their stuff from place to place."

"Well, I don’t have the luxury, do I?” she says with a shrug. “Besides, I figured it was time for a fresh start."

Before I can respond, two burly guys in company shirts approach with a dolly stacked with cardboard boxes.

"Ms. Shaw? Where do you want these?"

"Oh, right," Sara says. "I should probably go unlock the door. Walter, thanks for your help. I'll take it from here."

"Let me know if you need anything else," I offer. "I'll be around all day."

"Thanks," she says with another smile, then turns to guide the movers.

I retreat to my apartment, torn between relief and disappointment that our interaction was so brief. Back at my desk, I open the email from Charlotte with her edits on the first two chapters of my novel. In the past, I would have procrastinated looking at the feedback, afraid of criticism. But Charlotte isn't just any editor—she's thorough, insightful, and genuinely believes in my work. It still feels surreal that she suggested submitting to her publishing house.

"Not promising anything," she'd said, "but your writing deserves a shot at traditional publishing."

I dive into her comments, impressed by how she's caught inconsistencies in the timeline logic that I'd missed. Peter Chronin's journey through the decades feels tighter under her guidance. I lose myself in revisions, the sounds of Sara's move-in fading into the background.

Time slips away until the doorbell jolts me back to reality. By the time I glance at the clock, it’s just before noon. I’ve been working for nearly three hours.

When I open the door, Sara stands there looking exhausted but satisfied. Her hair is pulled back in a messy ponytail now, and her shirt is marked with a few streaks of dust she probably hasn’t noticed.

"Done?" I ask, though the answer is obvious from the look on her face.

"Well," she sighs, "the movers are done, but my work has just started." She gestures behind her to the open door of Unit Two, where I can glimpse stacks of boxes and furniture wrapped in plastic.

"Need any help?" I offer, hoping she’ll say yes.

"No thanks. I can handle it. It's gonna take time, but I'll do it little by little." She pauses, then adds, "I'm wondering whether you'd like to join me for lunch. I can order food for delivery or go out to eat."

I’m delighted by the suggestion, although the thought of navigating a crowded restaurant during the peak of lunchtime is enough to make me want to retreat back into my apartment. "Let's order something for delivery," I suggest. "You still like that burger place on Rose?"

Her eyes light up. "Bob's? Of course. Let's do that. I like their mushroom burger."

"I'll make the call," I say, stepping back and opening my door wider. "I still have their menu somewhere."

"Oh, I can just find it on the internet," she says, already tapping on her phone screen. "Here, found it. Guess what? We can just place an order online. What do you want? The one with the bacon?"

I nod, oddly touched that she remembers. "Yes."

Her fingers fly over the screen, and in less than two minutes she looks up with a satisfied smile. "Done. It'll be here in twenty minutes."

"Great. What do I owe you?" I reach for my wallet.

"It's my treat," she says firmly.

"No way. You just moved in. I should be the one treating you."

Sara laughs, a sound I’ve missed more than I realized. “There will be plenty of chances. Let’s say you provide the drinks and the space, and we’ll call it even.”

“Fair enough,” I say with a chuckle, knowing it’s useless to argue with Sara once she’s made up her mind. Maybe having Sara next door won’t be so complicated after all.

"Do you mind if I come in?" Sara asks, hovering at my threshold. "My couch is still wrapped in plastic, and I need to sit somewhere that isn't a moving box." She looks genuinely worn out, the kind of tired that comes from pushing through too many hours of physical work without enough breaks.

"You're more than welcome," I say, stepping aside. "Mi couch es su couch."

She smiles at my terrible Spanish and walks in, immediately dropping onto my sofa with a satisfied sigh that's almost theatrical. Her body sinks into the cushions like she's been holding herself up through sheer willpower until now.

"Water?" I offer.

"God, yes. Please."

I fetch her a tall glass from the kitchen and bring it back. She takes it with both hands and gulps down half in one go.

"Thank you," she says, coming up for air. "I haven't even had time for water today. Got up at five in the morning, if you can believe it."

"You? Up at five?" I raise my eyebrows. The Sara I knew considered 8 AM 'ungodly early.' "That's... concerning."

"Tell me about it." She leans her head back against the cushion. "Been packing nonstop for the past week. Just wanted to get out of there as fast as possible."

I settle into the armchair opposite her, my stomach tightening at the thought of why she needed to leave her house so urgently. "Has Ben given you any more trouble?"

She shakes her head, but I notice her fingers tighten around the glass. "Not really. I mean, his car still shows up on my street sometimes. That's why I arranged the move for the morning, even though I'm the opposite of a morning person, as you know. He usually comes by in the afternoons or evenings. Figured this way, he'd have less chance of finding out where I've gone."

The thought of this guy—this Ben—skulking around Sara's neighborhood makes my jaw clench. I've only met him once, but I already dislike everything about him: his possessiveness, his refusal to respect boundaries, the fact that he's making Sara look over her shoulder.

"If you need to go back to your old place to pick up anything," I say, surprised by the protective edge in my voice, "you shouldn't go alone. Let me come with you."

Sara blinks, and a slow smile spreads across her face. "Wow, thanks. But since when have you become so protective, Walter?"

I feel heat rise to my cheeks. "I just don't want anything bad to happen to you."

"Thank you, Walter," she says softly, and I can tell she means it.

Her eyes drift around my living room, eventually landing on my computer screen where my manuscript sits open. "Are you working on a new book?"

"Yes," I nod, grateful for the change in topic. "Not that new anymore. I've been working on it for many months. In fact, I started it before we..." I trail off, suddenly unsure what to call whatever it was we had. Dating seemed too formal for what started as coffee meet-ups and evolved into regular sleepovers. But it was definitely something, at least until I panicked and withdrew.

Sara nods, saving me from my verbal floundering. "Right. You told me you were busy brainstorming on the phone."

Guilt bubbles up in me like acid reflux. The book had been a convenient excuse, a shield I'd hidden behind. Yes, I was writing, but I could have made time for her if I'd wanted to. If I hadn't been spooked by the casual way she'd mentioned having my children, as if she could see a future I wasn't ready to envision.

"I'm sorry," I mumble, unable to meet her eyes.

"No worries, Walter," she says with surprising lightness. "Again, it wasn't your fault at all. I should've considered how you felt."

"I was still a jerk," I insist.

Sara laughs. "Okay, maybe you were just a bit. But it was in the past. Just don't mention it again, okay? I'm really grateful for you letting me have the apartment."

"I'm sure you could find one just as good, if not better, even if—"

Her phone interrupts me with a chirpy melody. She glances at the screen. "Oh, it's IKEA delivering my bed. They're early." She stands up quickly. "I'm sorry, Walter. I'll be back."

While she’s gone, I head to the kitchen to make drinks. I fill the kettle and pull out two mugs, automatically reaching for the peppermint tea I keep on hand. Then I remember Sara brought it. She loves peppermint tea, especially after meals. I never got rid of it after we stopped seeing each other, even though I never drink it myself. There’s something a little pathetic about that, I think, but I steep it anyway, hoping she still likes it.

A few minutes later, she returns, balancing a paper bag that smells like heaven—grilled meat and caramelized onions.

"They came at the same time," she says, setting the food on my counter. "Let's eat."

"Sure," I lead her into the kitchen. "So you got a new bed?"

"Yes. The old one is too big."

I feel my face warm slightly as I remember her king-sized bed with its cloud-like mattress and ridiculous thread count sheets. I'd loved sprawling across it with her on lazy Sunday mornings, neither of us in any hurry to rejoin the world.

"You're right, it is too big," I agree, trying to sound casual. "But it's nice. What did you do with it?"

"Nothing. I'm leaving it to Carrie, my agent. She'll arrange some kind of estate sale for me."

I unwrap my burger—bacon cheeseburger with extra pickles—and Sara does the same with her mushroom burger. For a moment, we eat in comfortable silence. Sara moans slightly at the first bite, and I pretend not to notice the effect that sound has on me.

“These are still the best burgers in Santa Monica,” she says after swallowing. “Remember when we got caught in that surprise shower walking back from Bob’s that time?”

I laugh. “How could I forget? You looked like a drowned cat.”

“And you tried to cover me with your jacket, which was completely pointless since we were both already soaked.”

“It was the gentlemanly thing to do,” I protest.

“It was adorable,” she counters before sipping her peppermint tea.

Our eyes meet, and something electric passes between us, enough to make me look away first. I take a sip of water to hide my discomfort. This is dangerous territory. Sara is my tenant now, and I can’t afford to complicate things further.

As if reading my thoughts, Sara changes the subject. “By the way, I heard a dog barking a few times. Are you allowing dogs now?”

I roll my eyes. “That’s Hercules, Hailey’s dog. It’s complicated.” I give her the short version. “Sorry I haven’t mentioned it sooner. Does it bother you?”

“Not at all,” Sara says. “I love dogs. Did I ever tell you I had one for ten years? I’ve been wanting to get another, but I keep putting it off.”

“That’s right,” I say. “I remember seeing those pictures of you with your toy poodle. You looked happy.”

Sara grows quiet, as if lost in the memory of her dog. We finish lunch in silence after that.

Sara glances at her phone and sighs. “I should probably get back to unpacking. Those boxes won’t empty themselves.”

"Right," I say, standing as she gathers her trash.

At the door, I give her a brief, awkward hug. "Thanks for lunch. And welcome to Seaview Villas, officially."

"Thanks for the company," she says. "And the kitchen use."

"Let me know if you need anything else," I add, watching her walk the short distance to her door.

She turns back with a smile. "I will. See you later, Walter."

As her door closes, I lean against my doorframe, feeling like I've just survived some kind of test, though I'm not entirely sure if I passed or failed.


CHAPTER 8
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Back in my apartment, I stare at the blinking cursor on my manuscript page. Charlotte’s comments fill the pages, but I can’t focus. My mind keeps drifting next door, wondering what Sara is doing, imagining her unpacking boxes and arranging furniture.

I re-read the same comment four times before admitting defeat. Charlotte's comments will have to wait. I can't concentrate while knowing Sara might need help but is too proud to ask for it.

I save the document and close my laptop. This is ridiculous. I'm acting like a teenager with a crush instead of a forty-year-old landlord. I never check on tenants on moving day—it's a policy born from experience after Mrs. Grayson, who occupied Unit 6 before David Lin, cornered me for three hours helping her arrange family photos chronologically. But Sara isn't just any tenant. She's... Sara.

I pace my living room, debating. She said she didn't need help, and Sara Shaw isn't the type of woman who says one thing while meaning another. She values her independence—it's one of the things I've always admired about her. That and her ability to make decisions without second-guessing herself, unlike the man currently wearing a path in his carpet.

The sound of something heavy falling, followed by a muffled curse from next door, makes the decision for me.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I step out of my unit. The sun has shifted, throwing a bright glare against the west wall of the east building.

I knock on Sara’s door. It takes almost a minute before she answers, hair now completely escaping her ponytail, looking simultaneously frustrated and determined.

"I'm here to see whether you need any help unpacking," I say, fully expecting a polite refusal.

To my surprise, she smiles. "Perfect. I'm having trouble assembling the bed. You know? It isn't as easy as I thought."

I try to hide my shock that she's actually accepting help. "Well, IKEA instructions are basically modern hieroglyphics," I say. "Once took me a whole day to put together a bookshelf that was supposedly 'simple assembly.'"

"Tell me about it," she laughs, stepping aside to let me in. "I've been staring at the same diagram for twenty minutes trying to figure out which way this bracket goes."

I follow her through the apartment, stepping carefully around stacks of boxes. The place already feels different from when John occupied it. No longer a “bachelor pad.” Art supplies lean against one wall—canvases, an easel, a plastic container of brushes. A half-unpacked box of books sits by the stairs, and I spot titles about color theory and Renaissance painters.

"Bedroom's upstairs," she says, leading the way. "I hope you don't mind. It's a bit of a disaster zone."

I trail behind her, suddenly aware that I'm following Sara to her bedroom—a situation that once would have had very different implications.

The bedroom is indeed a disaster zone. Plastic packaging and cardboard are strewn across the floor. Metal bed parts and what looks like hundreds of screws are scattered on the carpet. In the center sits a partially assembled bed frame that more closely resembles an abstract sculpture than furniture.

"I see the problem," I say, surveying the chaos. "You've been trying to build this without offering a blood sacrifice to the IKEA gods first."

She snorts. "Is that where I went wrong?"

"Rookie mistake." I pick up the instruction manual, which has been folded and unfolded so many times it's starting to tear at the creases. "Okay, let's see what we're dealing with here."

We work side by side, sorting parts and finding the right screws. Sara holds pieces in place while I tighten them. We slip into an easy partnership and I'm surprised by how quickly we fall into sync.

"Hand me that Allen wrench?" I ask, pointing to the small tool by her knee.

“This thing?” She passes it over, our fingers brushing. “I’ve used it a hundred times and never knew what it was called.” There's that same electric feeling again, but I don’t pull away.

"Thanks," I finally say, turning my attention back to the bed frame.

"So, tell me about your book," she says as we work on attaching the headboard. "The time travel one. What's it about?"

"It's about a man who keeps trying to fix his past mistakes," I say, focusing intently on the screw I'm tightening. "But every time he changes something, he comes back to a present that's even more messed up."

"Sounds frustrating for him," Sara comments.

"It is. He eventually realizes that some mistakes aren't meant to be fixed—they're meant to be learned from."

Sara's hands pause on the headboard she's holding steady. "That's... actually pretty profound, Walter."

I shrug, uncomfortable with the praise. "Charlotte, my editor, thinks it has potential. She's been encouraging me to submit it to her publishing house."

"You should. Your writing always had a way of getting under my skin." She flushes slightly. "I mean that in a good way."

She said that before, after reading my book. “Thanks,” I say.

We fall silent for a moment, and then she speaks again.

“This Charlotte seems to be someone you can trust. How did you find her?” she asks casually, but I sense her curiosity in the playful smile on her face.

I suddenly feel shy. “She’s… uh, a tenant. Lives in Unit 3 with Anya.” I should stop there, but I keep talking. “Her husband—well, ex now—John used to live in the unit you’re in.”

Her mouth falls open. “The guy in the film industry? The guy who was sleeping with his clients?”

“Yeah,” I say, trying to recall how much Sara knows. “You haven’t met him, have you?”

“No,” she says, chuckling. “But I heard him once when I was spending the night here.”

I can’t help chuckling as well. “That’s right,” I say, recalling that night. It was the first—and only—time Sara ever stayed over at my place. We had a candlelit dinner at a restaurant in Westwood, and I was looking forward to what would come after. But John and his orgy next door ruined my plans. One would think the sound of other people having sex would enhance the mood, but it had the opposite effect. The noise was so distracting that Sara and I ended up talking instead.

“So what happened?” she asks, clearly interested now. “Did Charlotte find out? And how?”

I shrug, pretending it hasn’t been the most dramatic thing that’s happened in my life lately. Then I fill her in on the details of the couple’s divorce, starting with the day Charlotte showed up unexpectedly at Seaview to surprise her husband.

“Wow,” Sara says after I stop talking. “What a story, Walter. You sure you didn’t make it up, like one of your novels?”

“No,” I say. “I know how incredible it sounds. I can’t even believe it sometimes.” And I haven’t even told her the whole story—namely, the affair between Charlotte and me. Our trip to Catalina Island. Her leaving LA and showing up weeks later, reentering my life.

But Sara seems able to figure out the rest. “You’re a lucky man, Walter,” she says with a bit of a smirk.

“What do you mean?” I say. My cheeks grow warm.

“Charlotte must like you a lot. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have come back to LA after divorcing John.”

“I guess I am,” I say. “I didn’t think she would either.”

Sara gazes at me, her task forgotten, one hand still resting on the bed frame. “Did you not think I would come back into your life?” Her voice is a husky whisper.

My heart does a flip-flop. What does she mean now? Isn’t it just a coincidence that she’s here? I shake my head, bewildered. “No, Sara. After you didn’t answer my calls, I didn’t think it was possible anymore. I thought I’d hurt you.”

Her eyes shimmer with emotion. “I didn’t think it was possible either. I was hurt, of course. But I was more embarrassed than hurt. And Walter, you have no idea how much I’ve missed you.”

I suck in a breath. “Me too.”

Our faces are only inches apart. I lean in without thinking, closing the last small distance between us. My lips meet hers, soft at first, almost tentative, as if both of us are confirming that the moment is really happening. Sara’s hands slide up from the bed frame to my shoulders, steadying herself, or maybe steadying me.

The kiss deepens almost immediately. There’s a familiarity to it, something remembered rather than learned. Her mouth moves against mine with the same quiet confidence I remember from months ago, and my arms tighten around her waist without conscious thought.

For a moment the half-built bed frame, the scattered screws, the cardboard boxes—all of it disappears. There is only Sara, warm and close, the faint scent of her shampoo, the soft pressure of her body against mine.

Then something inside me pulls tight.

I break the kiss first.

We separate slowly, both of us breathing a little harder than before. Sara’s hands slide down from my shoulders, though she doesn’t step away completely. Her eyes search my face, curious but not upset.

“I should tell you something,” I say.

Her eyebrows lift slightly.

“I’m… seeing someone.”

Sara tilts her head, studying me. “Charlotte.”

It isn’t a question.

I nod.

“I’m not surprised,” she says, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“Are you—” she gestures vaguely between us “—exclusive?”

“No,” I say. “We’re not.”

Sara nods once, absorbing that. “Then it’s not a problem for me,” she says calmly. “As long as Charlotte doesn’t mind.”

I hesitate.

“There’s… something else.”

Sara’s smile grows faintly amused. “That sounds ominous.”

“I’m also seeing Anya, Charlotte’s roommate,” I say. “And… a few more women.”

Her mouth drops open.

For a second she just stares at me. The silence stretches long enough that I start wondering if I’ve finally managed to shock her.

“Well,” she says at last, exhaling slowly. “Now I’m actually surprised.”

I rub the back of my neck.

She shakes her head, still processing. “Though maybe I shouldn’t be,” she adds, her tone thoughtful now. “I always knew you didn’t belong to just one woman, Walter.”

I blink at her.

A smile creeps back onto her face, playful again. “Apparently I just underestimated how many.”

I let out a laugh, relieved that she’s laughing too.

“Come on,” she says, nudging the bed frame with her foot. “Let’s finish this thing before I make things even more complicated for you.”

I don’t know how to answer that, so I just reach for the next piece of the frame.

We continue assembling in comfortable silence until we reach the point where we need to flip the frame to attach the support slats. It's unwieldy, and as we maneuver it, Sara loses her grip. I lunge to catch the frame before it falls, and we end up pressed together, both holding the awkward metal structure.

My heart races and it’s all I can do not to kiss her again.

Instead, I clear my throat. "On three, we flip it over. One, two, three."

We successfully rotate the frame and step apart. I'm not sure if I'm relieved or disappointed.

Twenty minutes later, we've attached all the slats and step back to admire our handiwork.

"Not bad," I say. "Looks like an actual bed now."

"It only took two adults with college degrees an hour to assemble," she laughs. "Thanks for your help, Walter. I would've been here all afternoon otherwise."

"Just being a good landlord," I joke, though we both know it's more than that.

Sara sits on the edge of the newly built frame, testing its sturdiness. “Seems solid. Now I just need to find which box has my mattress protector and sheets.”

“Want help with that too?”

She smiles but shakes her head. “I think I can handle it from here. I’ve kept you long enough. I know you’re dying to go back to your time-travel novel.”

I’m not, but I guess she wants me out of sight. I wonder what she thinks of me now. A playboy? A womanizer? Damn. I shouldn’t have blurted all that out. She must be overwhelmed. She must regret moving in here at all.

She walks me to the door. Before reaching for the handle, she surprises me with a question.

“Um, Walter,” she says. “Can I meet them?”

I jerk my head toward her. “Who?”

“Your… lady friends.”

“Of course, Sara,” I say, chuckling in embarrassment. “But are you sure?”

She pauses. “I don’t know. But I meant it when I said I missed you. It was one of the reasons I wanted to move in here so badly.”

“Oh God, Sara,” I say, resisting the urge to pull her into my arms. I feel like a jerk again. “I’m so sorry.”

“No,” she says quickly, shushing me. “You’ve done nothing wrong, Walter. I just didn’t expect this. Anyway, I would like to get to know them.”

“Okay,” I say, trying to figure out how that might work. Then I grin. “You know what? On Saturday we’re holding our very first writers’ meeting at my place. They’ll all be there. You can join us.”

“That sounds exciting,” she says, though the light in her eyes dims for a moment. “Although I’m not a writer…”

“But you’re a reader. You can just listen and offer your opinions. Anya writes romance—bestsellers. So do Hailey and Madison. By the way, the Walker sisters live in Unit 5.”

“In that case, I’ve got a better idea,” she says. “Why don’t you hold the meeting here? It can double as a housewarming party.”

I consider it. “Not a bad idea,” I say. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

“Great,” she says, grinning. “I promise I’ll make the place more presentable by Saturday.”

“I’m sure you will. Again, don’t hesitate to ask for help.”

She opens the door, but neither of us moves for a second. Finally, I step into the hallway.


CHAPTER 9
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I've just finished scraping the last bit of pasta sauce from my plate when my phone buzzes against the kitchen counter. Emma's name flashes on the screen like a warning signal. My finger hovers over the answer button for a moment before I swipe to decline.

That's the third time this week. I stare at the notification of missed calls growing longer and sigh. The texts are piling up too, all variations on the same theme: when are we playing badminton again?

The sink accepts my dirty plate with a clatter. I run hot water over it and watch tomato sauce swirl down the drain like blood dissolving in water. The memory of our last "match" sends a rush of heat to my face that has nothing to do with the steam rising from the sink. Emma in her tiny sports bra, that flimsy skirt lifting with every sea breeze, revealing more than it covered.

What happened afterward at Gabby's pool was... not real. I close my eyes, remembering the cool water, Gabby's warm mouth, and then the shock of seeing Emma watching us from across the pool, her hand busy beneath the water's surface. I haven’t seen either of them since, answering Gabby's invitation to her house with excuses, ignoring Emma's calls completely.

I don't know what game Emma is playing, but I'm forty years old, for god's sake. A former high school teacher. I should know better than to get involved with a college student, no matter how adult she claims to be. And her mother... well, Gabby complicates things even further.

After finishing the dishes, I head for the shower, letting hot water pound some sense into me. It doesn't work. When I step out, wrapping a towel around my waist, my mind is still a tangle of guilt and inappropriate desire.

I'm searching through my dresser for a clean shirt when my phone rings again. Gabby's name is on the screen this time. I hesitate only briefly before answering the FaceTime call, propping my phone against a lamp on the dresser.

"Hi Gabby," I say.

The screen shows Gabby's familiar living room furniture, but then a pair of bright hazel eyes fill the frame. Not Gabby's eyes.

Shit. "Emma? Why are you calling on your mom's phone?" I ask, already knowing the answer.

"So you'll answer it, Walter." Her smile is smug, her eyes dancing with amusement. Those eyes drop lower on the screen, taking in my bare chest and towel. I quickly adjust the phone angle upward, showing only my face, but not before she smirks.

"Wow, you look good, Walter."

Damn. I feel naked even though I'm technically covered. Heat crawls up my neck.

"How are you doing, Emma?" I ask, pretending I'm not hot and bothered already.

"I'm doing fine. I miss playing badminton with you." Her voice has that lilting quality that suggests she's not talking about badminton at all. "When are we going again?"

I pause, searching for a way to refuse without being cruel. Playful seems safest. "I thought I had already passed the test."

Emma laughs, the sound light but somehow threatening. "That was just the first test, Mr. Coach," she says. "And you need to be continuously evaluated."

I curse silently. I should have known this feisty girl wouldn't let me off the hook so easily.

"Oh no," I say, keeping my tone light. "But are you sure you want another badminton match? It isn't really your sport."

"Well, I've learned to like it," Emma says. "And you're not a bad coach."

My heart flutters at the "compliment." She's teasing me again, and we both know it.

"Thank you, Emma," I say, forcing my voice to remain calm. "I'm very much flattered."

"Does it mean we'll meet again?" Her voice drops an octave, becoming sultrier.

I relent, knowing she won't give up. "Sure, but not any time soon. I'm working on a deadline for my book," I lie slightly. The truth is I don’t really have any deadlines.

"You're just using it as an excuse," Emma says. "You're just avoiding me. And you won’t even admit it."

She looks hurt, and I feel a twinge of guilt.

"I'm sorry, Emma. You're right. I'm avoiding you."

"Why?" she asks. "Am I not pretty enough?"

"No, Emma!" I say too quickly. "You are a very pretty girl. But you're too young, and I'm seeing your mom."

"I'll be nineteen next month," Emma says. "My mom was pregnant with me at my age."

The comment silences me. I didn't know Gabby was that young when she became a mother. The revelation shifts something in my perception of them both.

Emma continues, "You can see us at the same time. Mom wouldn't mind. She’s already sharing you with Anya."

Damn. My cheeks burn. How did she even know that? For a second, I can’t find my voice. "I don't know about that," I manage finally. “You’re her daughter.”

"Trust me," Emma says. "Mom always tells me whatever is hers is mine. Her clothes, her shoes, her house, everything."

I'm not sure the "everything" includes Gabby's boyfriends. The way Emma says it suggests she thinks it does, because that's what "everything" means.

I fall silent, not knowing how to reason with her. I rub my chin while glancing around my bedroom, contemplating hanging up but not wanting to hurt her. There must be a better way to end this conversation. Or at the least, I should change the topic.

"Where is your mom?" I ask. “Maybe we can ask her now.”

"She went to Von's for some milk."

Damn. So much for hoping Gabby might save me.

"Don't you need to do your homework?" I try again.

"I already finished it," Emma says.

I'm at my wit’s end. "I’m sorry, Emma, but I've got to go," I say.

Emma doesn't answer. She stares at me through the screen, her expression hard to read. She's biting her lip, not looking happy. I hesitate with my finger over the end call button. It isn't my intention to hurt her. Seconds pass, and I can't bring myself to press it. The silence stretches between us, uncomfortable and charged with something I don't want to name.

Emma suddenly smirks, and there's a shift in the way she holds the phone. The screen blurs briefly with motion, and I suck in a sharp breath when it refocuses on her cleavage, barely covered under a thin white camisole. I swallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry as sandpaper. This is wrong on so many levels.

"What are you doing, Emma?" I ask, my voice coming out gruffer than intended.

"Nothing," Emma says, shifting the camera back to her face, all innocence despite the calculated move. "I'm just getting ready for a shower."

Fuck. I'm lost for words as she speaks. She is probably propping her phone against something because now both of her hands are free, and she pulls the top off her, letting her perky breasts fill the screen.

"I've got to go, Emma," I say, looking away from the screen but not hanging up.

"Wait," she insists, and steps away from the phone, her hands tugging at the waistband of small panties. “I’m not done yet, Walter. Look at me, please.”

My gaze drifts to the screen before I can stop it—and locks onto her. She smirks as she promptly slides the tiny strip of fabric down, revealing her pubic region, shaven and bare.

Holy shit. I mutter under my breath.

I know I should hang up. I should press that red button and delete this call from my phone's history and my mind. But my willpower fails me spectacularly. Emma angles the camera to show me how wet she is, and I can't look away. The gleam of wetness clings to her feminine folds like morning dew.

Emma slides a finger between her labia and looks directly into the camera. "Show me your big, fat cock, Walter."

I hesitate. My erection is painfully swollen beneath the towel, but if I show Emma, then I'm crossing a line I can never uncross.

Emma pushes a finger into herself and gasps. "I'm a virgin, you know," she says, her voice catching. "I'm saving my v-card for the right guy."

"What do you consider the right guy?" I hear myself ask, knowing I should be ending this call instead.

She smiles, slowing her finger's movement. "A mature, older man, who owns an apartment building, and drives an old Honda."

I curse, shaking my head. "Stop teasing me, Emma."

"I'm not," she insists, her voice surprisingly earnest despite what she's doing. "I really like you, Walter. I fell in love with you the first time I saw you at our house."

I don't know what to say. I'm turned on beyond belief, but I don't trust this whimsical young woman even though she technically is an adult, as she pointed out earlier.

"I don't think your mom is okay with it," I say, still trying to steel myself. "I don't want to hurt her."

"She'll be fine," Emma says, her breathing getting heavier as her fingers work faster. "I promise. She's the most liberal mom on earth."

She's panting now, her body writhing slightly on what I assume is her bed. I try not to stare at the screen, but I can't look away either. I can't hang up because it would piss her off, and because... because I don't want to. I can't lie to myself. I'm attracted to Emma and I want to see the feisty, demanding girl who has been relentlessly teasing me coming apart for me.

Emma is beautiful in a different way than her mother. Where Gabby has a polished, mature beauty, Emma has this raw, natural allure. I discreetly grip my cock under the towel and stroke it, trying not to show any emotion on my face.

I let the girl convince me that Gabby wouldn't mind. After all, Gabby gave me a hand job while her daughter was in the pool with us last time, didn't she? Maybe this family has different boundaries than what I'm used to.

Emma is moaning nonstop now. She's lying on a bed, and her camera shifts to show me a complete picture of her naked body. Her hand works frantically between her thighs. Her eyes are closed, her face a mask of concentration, lips parted.

"Coach," she whispers. "Fuck me, please."

Her legs spread wider, and her finger circles her clit with a skillful ease that suggests she has practiced often. The pink flesh glistens in the soft bedroom light.

Fuck, I mutter and stroke myself harder. For a minute, I wonder whether Emma is projecting her feelings for an actual coach onto me, or maybe it's just her kink. She's like the Walker sisters, having a thing for older, authority figures. I suddenly feel the urge to spank her. She's naughtier than Madison and Hailey combined. She's been seducing me repeatedly, testing the limits of my self-control.

"I'm close, Coach," Emma mutters as she writhes on the bed, her free hand now squeezing her nipple.

It’s all I can do not to urge her to come for me.

Emma's face contorts with pleasure as she moans loudly, her body tensing. I'm captivated by the sight. It feels like porn but isn't. Emma isn't acting at all. Her emotions are real. She really is into me. Shit.

My towel slips as I shift position, and I bend to pick it up. While straightening, I hear Emma's gasp.

"Holy Moly, Coach," she says, smiling widely. "You're bigger than I imagined."

I curse loudly. "Okay, I've gotta go." I fumble for the end call button and press it, collapsing onto my bed.

Emma's lustful eyes remain imprinted in my mind, her seductive words echoing in my ears. Fuck me, please...

I grip myself firmly and stroke rapidly, unable to hold back. I come suddenly, semen shooting high in the air before landing on my bedspread. I let out a satisfied sigh as the tension releases from my body.

And then reality crashes down on me like a ton of bricks.

What the hell have I just done? Phone sex? I haven't done it since college. And with Gabby's daughter? How the hell am I going to come clean to her?

I grab tissues from my nightstand and clean up the mess, my mind racing with potential consequences. What if Emma tells Gabby? What if she recorded our call? What if this is all some elaborate trap to get me in trouble?

But another part of me, the part still floating in post-orgasm bliss, wonders if Emma was telling the truth. Maybe Gabby wouldn't mind. Maybe this family has an arrangement I don't understand. Maybe I'm overthinking everything.

I toss the soiled tissues in the trash and pull on a pair of boxers. Whatever happens next, I've crossed a line tonight that I can't uncross. The question now is whether I keep walking in this dangerous new direction or try to find my way back to safer ground.

But who am I kidding? With Emma's determined pursuit and my obvious weakness for her, I suspect I know which path I'll choose.


CHAPTER 10
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It’s Saturday morning. I stand outside Unit 2 with a brown paper bag of bagels clutched in one hand, my knuckles hovering inches from Sara's door. Behind this door, Sara is preparing for a gathering I impulsively suggested, and now I'm wondering if I've made a terrible mistake. My stomach flutters with the same nervous energy I felt when I kissed her three days ago in her bedroom.

I press the doorbell instead of knocking. A pleasant chime rings inside, but no footsteps follow. The doorstep feels smaller than usual, and I find myself shifting from one foot to another as seconds stretch into a minute. I press the bell again and wait. It’s about eight-thirty. The party doesn't officially start until nine, but I thought I could show up early and help Sara prepare before everyone else arrived.

Now, waiting for her to open the door, I’m not sure whether it would help at all.

"Your lady friends," my brain whispers Sara’s words, and I feel heat rush to my face.

God, what was I thinking, inviting Sara to meet all of them at once? She's only moved in for three days, barely unpacked, and I've suddenly thrust her into hosting duties. And not just any gathering—a meeting where she'll be introduced to the women I'm... involved with. Women who are mostly tenants at Seaview.

I regretted my invitation the moment it left my mouth. But Sara didn't miss a beat, just smiled and suggested she'd love to host the meeting instead. That's Sara, though. Always graceful, even when I'm creating chaos around her.

Even when I told her I was seeing multiple women, she didn't blink, just said she wouldn't mind sharing. Amazing. However, saying it and experiencing it are two different things. What if she decides never to see me again after today’s party?

The door swings open, stopping my thoughts. Sara stands there, and I blink twice, adjusting to this version of her I've never seen before. Not the eccentric artist in paint-splattered jeans, or the elegant woman in flowing dresses I once or twice saw, or even the poised artist at her own exhibition, greeting viewers and admirers.

In their place stands Sara in a floral apron tied at the waist, sleeves of her button-down shirt rolled precisely to her elbows. Her blonde hair is piled into a messy bun with rebellious strands framing her face. There's a smudge of something pale on her cheek.

"Walter," she says, slightly breathless. "You're early."

"Hope that's okay. I brought bagels." I hold up the bag like evidence.

She wipes her hands on her apron. "Of course it's okay. I was blending hummus in the kitchen. Didn't hear your first ring."

"No wonder. Sounds intense,” I say, chuckling, reaching to wipe the smudge on her cheek with my thumb. “And you’ve got some here.”

She laughs as she examines my finger. "Yup. Chickpeas, garlic, tahini, olive oil." She steps back. "Come in. I'm trying to do this right."

"You don't need to make anything fancy," I say, following her inside.

She glances over her shoulder. "I only get one first impression. I want it to be good."

The apartment that was a labyrinth of cardboard boxes three days ago has transformed completely. The living room is arranged thoughtfully with simple furniture —a coffee table that looks new centered on a familiar area rug, surrounded by her sofa and two armchairs. One corner is given over to art supplies, easels, canvases, and a few framed pieces, making the space feel like a miniature studio.

"This place looks amazing. How did you manage all this in three days?"

Sara laughs. "I'm motivated by deadlines. And I hate living among boxes."

I walk toward the small Victorian loveseat positioned near the window. "What happened to your leather couch? That thing was so comfortable."

"It's also a behemoth," she says. "Wouldn't fit through the door without taking it apart. It's going to the estate sale Carrie is planning." She runs her fingers along the loveseat's curved wooden arm. "This old thing doesn't match anything else, I know. Got it years ago at that antique shop in Pasadena. But I couldn't part with it."

"It suits you," I say, thinking how the elegant, slightly worn piece reflects Sara herself—classic but comfortable with its own history.

I follow her into the kitchen and stop short. The island has become a still life worthy of painting. Tomatoes in varying shades of red and yellow, sliced cucumbers arranged in overlapping circles, silver tins of sardines and smoked salmon. White porcelain plates hold artfully arranged wheat crackers and cookies.

"Wow. This is... art," I say.

Sara laughs. "Food always tastes better when it's pretty."

"You must have been up for hours."

"Six," she admits, turning to the counter where a food processor sits. "I'm almost done with this hummus."

I shake my head, smiling. Sara, the perfectionist. To her, hosting isn't just about having people over—it's a creation, a project to execute with precision and care.

"Where should I put the bagels?" I ask, lifting the bag again.

She points to a wooden basket on the counter. "There. And use these bowls for the cream cheese." She produces two small ceramic bowls painted with blue patterns. “I got them a while ago in Little Tokyo, and seldom used them. Now this is a perfect occasion.”

I unpack the bagels while she scoops cream cheese from plastic tubs into the bowls. I shake my head as I watch her wipe the bowls dry and place them neatly beside the vegetable dishes. Everything has to be perfect to her, that’s Sara. “It looks more like art than food now,” I say, teasing her a bit.

“It probably tastes better, too,” she says with a shrug.

"What else can I help with?" I ask when the bagels are arranged.

"Coffee," she says decisively. "Just push the button. I’m making the decaf first, then regular. Some people might want decaf, and I have a thermos for it."

I find myself smiling as I measure grounds into her coffee maker. "You've thought of everything."

"I just really want your lady friends to like me," she says, and there's a vulnerability in her voice that makes me look up.

Our eyes meet across the kitchen island. The gold in her hair and the blue in her eyes glint in the morning light streaming through the window. For a moment, I’m transported back to our first morning together—a quiet Sunday at her place, with coffee and pancakes spread out across a much larger table.

"I can't imagine anyone not liking you," I say quietly.

The space between us seems to contract. My hands itch to reach for her, to feel if her skin is as warm as I remember. I swallow hard and force myself to look back at the coffee maker.

"Thanks, Walter," she says, and something in her voice makes me look up again.

The air between us crackles with something unresolved. I take a half step toward her, not sure what I'll do when I reach her but knowing I need to be closer, when the doorbell rings.

The sound breaks whatever spell had been weaving itself around us. Sara blinks, and I clear my throat.

"I'll get it," I say, turning away from temptation.

My heart is still beating too quickly as I cross the living room, and I take a deep breath before turning the handle.

Anya and Charlotte stand side by side on the doorstep, both smiling. Anya holds a manila folder pressed against her chest while Charlotte clutches a glossy shopping bag with tissue paper peeking out the top.

"Ladies, welcome," I say, stepping aside to let them in. "Right on time."

Anya leans in to kiss my cheek, her perfume subtle but distinctive. "Of course," she says with a hint of pride. Charlotte follows with a quick hug.

"We're not too early, are we?" Charlotte asks, her olive eyes scanning the apartment beyond me. "I insisted we come with enough time to help set up."

"Actually," I say, closing the door behind them, "Sara has everything ready to go. She's been up since six preparing."

Charlotte raises an eyebrow. "Impressive. I like her already."

"I hope we're not interrupting anything," Anya says with a playful lilt that makes me wonder if my face still shows traces of whatever was happening in the kitchen.

"Not at all," I say too quickly. "Everything's ready for the meeting."

They follow me through the living room toward the kitchen, both glancing around the apartment with undisguised curiosity. I watch Charlotte's face particularly, knowing this was her ex-husband's apartment not long ago.

“It’s so different,” Charlotte murmurs, echoing my thoughts. “When John lived here, it was just an ugly couch and a massive TV.” She smiles. “This is much nicer. It feels like a home now.”

“What a cute little workshop space,” Anya says, nodding toward the corner with the art supplies.

“Anya says Sara’s an artist?” Charlotte asks.

“Yes,” I say, unable to keep a note of pride from creeping into my voice. “And a pretty successful one.”

“Ooh,” Charlotte murmurs, exchanging a knowing smile with Anya. “Lucky you.”

I chuckle. “I don’t know how long she’ll stay,” I say truthfully. “This may just be a temporary place for her.”

“Well, let’s hope she’ll stay,” Anya says, patting my back. She knows the history between Sara and me.

In the kitchen, Sara wipes her hands on her apron and turns to greet us.

"Sara, this is Anya Petrov and Charlotte Bennett," I say, gesturing to each. "Two-thirds of our little writing group."

"I'm delighted to meet you both," Sara says, extending her hand. "Walter's told me so much about you."

"All terrible things, I'm sure," Anya says with a wink.

Charlotte sets her bag on a chair. "Thank you for hosting our first meeting on such short notice."

“We actually met briefly last night,” Sara says to Anya, her face brightening with recognition. “You held the gate for me.”

Anya smiles and nods. “Right. You were carrying that enormous box of groceries.”

“I’m sorry—I was so focused on not dropping everything that I didn’t properly introduce myself,” Sara says.

“You were a bit preoccupied,” Anya agrees with a warm smile. “No worries.”

Charlotte approaches the kitchen island, admiring the spread. "This looks amazing. We didn't bring any food, but..." She reaches for the shopping bag and presents it to Sara. "A little housewarming gift from both of us."

Sara accepts it with genuine surprise. "You didn't have to do that."

"It's nothing fancy," Charlotte says. "Just some local honey, tea, and a plant that supposedly thrives on neglect. Perfect for busy people."

"Or people who kill plants without meaning to," Anya adds. "Like me."

Sara laughs, and I'm struck by how quickly the three women seem to connect. They fall into easy conversation about the apartment, the neighborhood, and then about the two small paintings hanging in the kitchen.

"Did you paint these?" Charlotte asks, studying a vibrant seascape.

Sara shakes her head. "No, I bought those from a gallery in San Francisco. I do have many of my own works, but they're in storage right now."

"You don't display your own art?" Anya asks, sounding surprised.

"Not at home," Sara explains. "To me, those are completed projects. If I see them every day, I'll keep finding flaws, wanting to improve them. I'd never move on to new work."

Anya nods vigorously. "I know exactly what you mean. I rarely read my published books for the same reason. All I see are the sentences I should have written differently."

"You'll have to show us your paintings sometime," Charlotte says.

Sara promises she will.

The doorbell rings again, and Sara moves to answer it, but I wave her off. "I've got it. You three keep talking."

Madison and Hailey Walker stand at the door, Madison with her confident posture and Hailey partially hidden behind her sister as always. Madison holds a brown paper bag.

"Mr. Haines," Madison greets me, never dropping the formality from her high school days. "We brought avocados again. And Hailey baked."

"Lemon cake," Hailey adds softly, holding out a covered plate. "It's still warm."

I usher them in, making introductions to Sara. Within minutes, Sara has directed everyone to help themselves to food while we wait for Gabby, who texted that she's running a few minutes late.

I'm savoring a bite of Hailey's lemon cake—perfectly tart and sweet—when the doorbell rings a final time. My mouth goes dry, knowing it must be Gabby. I set down my plate and head for the door, stealing a moment to compose myself.

When I open it, I’m surprised to see Gabby and Emma standing side by side. My heart does a flip-flop, but I keep my calm by focusing on the women in front of me. They look more like sisters than mother and daughter. I feel myself inhale sharply. They're both gorgeous, but in completely different ways than usual.

Gabby wears her hair in a ponytail, dressed in a fitted t-shirt and low-rise jeans that make her look younger than her years. Emma, by contrast, has her hair down in loose waves and wears a floral dress beneath a light cardigan, aging her appearance considerably.

"Good morning, ladies," I say, trying to sound casual. I glance at Emma but quickly look away, unable to meet her eyes without remembering what transpired between us on FaceTime two nights ago—her whispered words, her hands moving between her legs, my own shameful participation.

Emma doesn't let me off the hook so easily. "Hi Walter," she chirps with deliberate emphasis on my name. "Mom and I swapped clothes today. She's wearing my jeans, and I'm in her dress."

I force myself to look at them more carefully, noticing now that Gabby's jeans sit lower than she'd normally wear, her top loose but cropped. I play along, desperate to keep things normal. "No wonder. If you hadn't said something, I couldn't really tell you two apart."

Gabby laughs. "That's the nicest thing anyone's said to me all week."

Emma looks directly into my eyes. "Does that mean I'm not 'too young' anymore?"

My throat tightens. On the phone, when she professed her feelings, I'd told her one reason we couldn't be together was her age. Now she's throwing it back at me in front of her mother. I chuckle awkwardly and sidestep her question.

"I didn't know you were joining us today, Emma," I say lamely.

Gabby beams, apparently oblivious to the undercurrent. "Emma's your newest fan. She chose your writing group over beach volleyball with her friends."

"That's... flattering," I say, wondering if Gabby suspects anything between her daughter and me. I try to read her expression for any sign, but she seems genuinely pleased.

"Come in," I say, stepping back. "Let me introduce you to our host."

I lead them to Sara, who greets them warmly. As they exchange pleasantries, I catch Emma watching me over her mother's shoulder, a secret smile playing on her lips. This morning just got considerably more complicated.


CHAPTER 11
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The meeting officially begins after Gabby and Emma fill their plates with food and join us in the living room, coffee mugs in hand. Sara has put out some folding chairs to supplement her limited furniture.

We arrange ourselves in a loose circle around the coffee table, which Sara has cleared of everything except a pitcher of water and glasses.

Despite more than half a dozen people in a modest apartment, the room feels surprisingly spacious—Sara's minimalist approach to decorating creates the illusion of more space than there actually is.

"Who's reading first today?" Charlotte asks, settling into a corner of the sofa with her notebook open on her lap.

"I will," Anya volunteers, pulling out a stack of paper from her folder. "I still prefer reading from printouts rather than screens. Old-fashioned, I know."

"What are you working on?" Hailey asks, tucking her legs beneath her in the armchair.

Anya glances at me with a mischievous smile. "It's the first chapter of a new romance novel. An older woman, younger man story inspired by someone’s true experience."

All eyes turn to me, and I feel heat rising up my neck. Anya is referring to my affair with Marie, my mother's best friend, when I was a college freshman—Emma's age, I realize with a jolt of discomfort. Gabby suggested that Anya use it as inspiration during dinner at her house a few weeks ago.

"I'm glad you're doing it," Gabby says from her folding chair. "It's such a rich premise."

I clear my throat. "Just remember it's 'inspired by,' not a biography."

"Of course," Anya says with a wink. "Fiction is always more interesting than reality."

She begins to read, and I brace myself for embarrassment. But from the first paragraph, I realize Anya's story bears only the faintest resemblance to my experience. Her protagonist is a graduate student working as a research assistant for a distinguished professor, not a freshman seduced by a family friend. The meet-cute involves spilled coffee in a university library, nothing like my blunter version of seeing Marie in her silk robe at my mom’s house.

Soon, I find myself caught up in Anya's story, forgetting my connection to its inspiration. Her prose is crisp and evocative, the attraction between her characters building with delicious tension. When she stops reading, about twenty minutes later, the room falls into complete silence.

Madison breaks it first. "Oh, my God. It’s so good. I want more!" she says, and everyone murmurs agreement.

"This is just the beginning," Anya says, clearly pleased with the reaction. "But I'd love your honest opinions. What works for you? What doesn't?"

Charlotte speaks first, praising the chemistry between the characters. Hailey comments on the dialogue, saying it feels authentic. Sara notes how Anya establishes the power dynamics without making them feel cliché.

Throughout the discussion, I sense Emma's gaze on me, persistent and evaluating. I avoid looking at her until she finally speaks.

"I love the concept," Emma says, her voice carrying a deliberate weight. "Age-gap romance is my favorite category to read, though I usually prefer older man, younger woman stories rather than the reverse."

Her eyes lock with mine for a pointed few seconds, and I shift uncomfortably in my chair. I glance around and accidentally meet Gabby's gaze. Her expression is difficult to read—a smile fixed on her face, but her brow slightly furrowed, as if she's trying to solve a puzzle.

"What do you think, Walter?" Anya asks, pulling me back into the conversation.

"The characters feel fully formed from the first page," I say, grateful for the distraction. "That's not easy to accomplish."

After a few more minutes of discussion, Madison straightens in her chair. "I'll go next, if that's okay. I'm reading for Hailey since she's too shy to read her own work."

Hailey blushes, ducking her head. "It's just a draft," she murmurs.

Madison holds up a tablet. "Before I start, I should warn everyone this contains explicit sexual content." She playfully looks around the room. "No one here is under eighteen, right?"

Sara wiggles her eyebrows exaggeratedly, and Charlotte sits up straighter in apparent interest.

"You've been warned," Madison says with a theatrical flair, and begins to read.

From the opening lines, it's clear why she gave the warning. The scene begins in a nightclub, pulsing with energy and sexual tension. Two strangers lock eyes across the dance floor, and within paragraphs, the protagonist is following a mysterious man toward the bathroom. Madison reads confidently, her voice changing slightly for each character.

I try to maintain a neutral expression, though I find myself genuinely impressed by Hailey's writing. The scene is explicit but not gratuitous—each sensual moment reveals character, builds tension, advances the story. By the end of the excerpt, the characters are indeed making out in the club bathroom, with the clear suggestion of more to come.

When Madison finishes, Hailey's face is bright red, but there's pride mixed with her embarrassment.

"Walter should comment first," Madison insists, looking directly at me. "I want to know what our token male audience thinks, even though women are obviously the primary readers."

I chuckle and rub my chin thoughtfully. The room waits for my response, and I consider my words carefully.

"Honestly? I can't imagine doing anything like that myself," I say, which earns a laugh from the group. "But that's the power of your writing, Hailey. The scene is so deftly crafted that it almost feels like people have sex in bar bathrooms all the time." I gesture vaguely. "You make something that would be awkward and probably unsanitary in real life feel sexy and spontaneous. That's genuine skill."

Hailey covers her cheeks with her hands but laughs. "Thank you. That's exactly what I was going for."

"The dialogue is especially strong," Charlotte adds. "People often write terrible dialogue in sex scenes, but yours feels natural."

"I loved the sensory details," Sara says. "You can practically smell the perfume mixing with alcohol."

As the discussion continues, I notice Emma watching me again, gauging my reactions. I wonder what she's thinking—if she's comparing my comments on Hailey's work to our phone conversation, or if she's planning her next move. Either way, I find it increasingly difficult to focus on the literary discussion at hand.

Gabby contributes thoughtful comments about character motivation, but occasionally I catch her glancing between Emma and me with that same puzzled expression. My stomach tightens. Does she suspect something? Or am I just paranoid?

When the discussion of Hailey's work concludes, Sara suggests we take a short break before the next reader—me. I'm grateful for the reprieve, needing a moment to collect my thoughts before presenting my own work to this increasingly complicated audience.

The group migrates to the kitchen for coffee refills and more food. I hang back near the living room entrance, watching the dynamics unfold. Emma has found her way to Madison and Hailey, the three of them laughing about something near the window. I hear Emma mention badminton, and Madison lights up, saying she's tried it before and loved it.

"We should play together sometime," Madison suggests enthusiastically. "There are great courts at UCLA."

I feel an odd mix of relief and jealousy hearing this. Relief that Emma might find another badminton partner, jealousy for reasons I don't want to examine too closely.

"Walter."

I turn to find Gabby beside me, coffee mug in hand. Her expression is pleasant but determined.

"Can I talk to you for a minute?" she asks, nodding toward the living room. "Privately."

My stomach drops, but I nod. "Of course."

We move back to the now-empty living room, taking seats on opposite ends of Sara's sofa. Through the doorway, I can see the others still gathered in the kitchen. Sara, Anya, and Charlotte are again talking about paintings while Emma continues chatting with the Walker sisters.

"How are you doing lately?" Gabby asks, her tone casual but her eyes sharp.

"Fine," I say. "Busy editing my current book. Charlotte's been a huge help with that."

Gabby nods, then takes a sip of her coffee before setting it down carefully on a coaster. She pauses, and I know whatever comes next is the real reason for this conversation.

"I noticed something strange on my phone the other night," she says finally. "There was a FaceTime call with you in the logs from two evenings ago."

My mouth goes dry. I say nothing, waiting.

"When I asked Emma about it, she said she called you for badminton advice," Gabby continues. "But that didn't make sense to me. Why would she use my phone instead of her own?"

I shift on the sofa. “Actually,” I say, “I’d been avoiding Emma’s calls. She used your phone because she knew I’d answer if I saw your name.”

She frowns. “Why did she do that? And why did she lie to me? She told me her phone was dead.”

I hesitate. “I don’t know why she lied to you,” I say, regretting my part in this all over again. Clearly, Emma hasn’t been honest with her mother. So much for her claim that the two of them share everything.

“Something else didn’t add up,” Gabby says. “Before I left the house that night, Emma took a shower. And when I got home, she was taking another shower.”

I curse silently. I have a pretty good idea why Emma needed that second shower, but I hesitate to say it aloud.

She looks at me directly now. "Walter, what happened during that call? I need to know. Emma is behaving really strangely lately." She lowers her voice. “She’s been locking her door all the time lately. I walked in on her the other day. She didn’t even hear me. She had porn open on her laptop and she had never been into that stuff before.”

I pause, weighing my options. I could lie, minimize what happened. But the guilt has been eating at me, and Gabby deserves the truth. I take a deep breath.

"That night, when you went to get milk from the grocery store," I begin, "Emma called me. She started by asking if we could play badminton again, and when I said I was too busy working on my book, she called me out. Said it was just an excuse."

Gabby's face remains neutral, listening.

"Then she told me she had feelings for me," I continue. "I told her two reasons we couldn't be together—you and the fact that she's too young."

I hesitate before continuing. "That's when she said something strange. She told me you wouldn't mind because you and she 'share everything.'"

Gabby's eyebrows shoot up. "Share everything? What did she mean by that?"

I look at her directly. "That's what I'm asking you. Could 'everything' possibly include...your boyfriend?"

"What?" Gabby's voice rises slightly before she catches herself. "Of course not! That would be insane. She was completely stepping over the line."

My heart sinks. Part of me had hoped, irrationally, that there had been some family understanding I wasn't aware of, some permission that would lessen my guilt.

"Is that it?" Gabby asks, her voice tight. "Did she do anything else?"

I hesitate again, but I've come too far to stop now. "No, that's not it," I admit quietly. "Gabby, I made a mistake. I did something I shouldn't have done. Over the phone."

Her face falls as she processes what I'm implying. "You and Emma..." she begins, then stops, unable or unwilling to finish the thought. “How could you do this, Walter?”

"Mom, stop blaming Walter," Emma's voice cuts in from the doorway. I hadn't noticed her approach. "I'm not a child. I'm an adult."

Gabby turns to her daughter, face flushed with anger. "You're eighteen, Emma. Legally an adult, yes, but you're still my daughter, and Walter is twice your age."

"I seduced him," Emma says bluntly. "Not the other way around."

"Why would you do that?" Gabby asks, her voice a mix of hurt and confusion.

Emma looks directly at me as she answers. "Because I love him."

I want to sink through the floor. In the kitchen, the other women continue their conversations, their voices providing merciful cover for our intensely private discussion.

“You love him?” Gabby scoffs. “You told me not long ago you didn’t like guys, Emma. I thought you were a lesbian.”

“I thought so too,” Emma shoots back. “That’s because the men you dated were all horrible. Even Dad. But Walter—he’s not. He’s a nice guy. And he’s hot.”

The words hit me harder than they should. A flicker of warmth spreads through my chest—flattered, undeniably—but it’s chased almost immediately by something heavier. Guilt settles in, sharp and unwelcome. I shouldn’t be the exception she’s holding up, not like this, not in front of her mother. Not when I let things go further than they should have.

Gabby just stares at her, mouth slightly open. For a moment, she says nothing. Then her hand tightens around her purse. “We’re going home,” she says, already standing. “Now. We have a lot to talk about.”

Emma folds her arms across her chest. "I'm staying. I want to hear Walter read."

"Emma," I say quietly but firmly. "Do as your mother says. Please. Otherwise..." I pause, considering my leverage. "I will never see you again. Not even for badminton."

Something in my tone must convince her because she sighs dramatically but reaches for her own purse.

Gabby forces a smile on her face as she approaches the kitchen. "I'm so sorry, everyone, but something's come up. Emma and I have to leave early."

The others express their disappointment but understand. Sara walks them to the door while I remain rooted in place, feeling hollow and ashamed.

The rest of the meeting passes in a blur. I read my prepared pages but barely register the comments. I respond to questions mechanically, my mind replaying the confrontation with Gabby and Emma. Did I say too much? Not enough? Will this destroy my friendship with Gabby? What happens next?

“By the way, I think we should give our group an official name,” Madison says, pulling me out of my thoughts.

The others nod. “Great idea,” Anya says. “But I’m terrible at naming things. What do you have in mind?”

“Actually, I’m not great at it either. What do you think, Hailey?” Madison asks, looking at her sister.

Hailey glances at me for help. I shrug and blurt out something utterly lacking in imagination. “Let’s just call it Seaview.”

“The Seaview Writers’ Group,” Charlotte says. “Sounds good.”

The meeting concludes shortly before eleven, and the others gather their things to leave.

Madison and Hailey thank Sara warmly for hosting. Charlotte and Anya do the same, with Anya suggesting she and Sara meet again over coffee the next day to talk about art.

When it's just Sara and me left, I help her clean the kitchen and vacuum the living room. We work in comfortable silence, the mundane motions of tidying providing a welcome distraction from my troubled thoughts.

As I'm about to leave, Sara touches my arm gently. "Is everything okay, Walter?" she asks, her blue eyes concerned. "You seemed distracted after the break."

I consider telling her everything—about Emma, about Gabby, about my horrible lapse in judgment. But I'm not ready to see disappointment cloud Sara's eyes too.

"Yes," I lie. "Everything's fine."

She doesn't believe me—I can tell from the slight furrow between her brows—but she doesn't push. That's one of the things I've always appreciated about Sara. She knows when to give space.

I say goodbye with a quick kiss on her cheek and walk the short distance back to my own unit. Inside, with the door closed behind me, I sink onto my couch and drop my head into my hands. The morning began with such promise—Sara's cooking, friends gathering, literature being shared. Now I feel like everything is unraveling, and I have no one to blame but myself.


CHAPTER 12
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I’m going through a stack of plumbing invoices at my kitchen table when a gentle knock interrupts the quiet. I glance at the digital clock on the microwave. Seven-thirty. I wonder who it could be. Anya and Charlotte are out for a girls’ night and won’t be bothering me. Maybe it’s Madison, here to ask for help with one of her papers.

I open the door to find Sara standing there, her blonde hair slightly windblown, a small smile playing on her lips. She has the look people get when they’re about to ask for a favor.

“Walter, remember how you offered to help me pick up some things from my old house?” she asks, her mesmerizing blue eyes catching the hallway light. “I was wondering if that offer still stands.”

“Of course. Now?” I ask, marveling at her energy. After getting up at six that morning to host the meeting, she should be resting. “Yeah. Is it too late? It isn’t anything urgent, but I can go by myself if you’re in the middle of something,” she says.

“It can wait,” I say. No way am I letting her go back there by herself. “Let me grab my jacket.”

I reach for the worn corduroy hanging by the door. The invoices can wait until morning. Plumbing problems are eternal. Sara Shaw asking for my help is not.

Sara’s car smells like jasmine. As we pull out of the Seaview Villas parking lot, she turns onto Ocean Avenue, the streetlights casting an intermittent glow across her profile.

"Your friends are lovely," she says, breaking our comfortable silence. "I especially liked Anya and Charlotte. They both have a keen eye for art."

"I'm glad you hit it off," I say, watching the familiar storefronts of Santa Monica slide past. "The party went well, I think."

Sara nods. "Anya and I were talking about Rothko. She has similar tastes to mine, which is rare. I remembered I have a small still life that's reminiscent of his color blocking technique. I thought she might like it."

"And this painting is at your old house?" I ask.

"Yes. I already checked my storage unit, but it must be in the garage with my other paintings." She turns onto Santa Monica Boulevard, the car smoothly merging into the lighter evening traffic. "I know it seems silly to go tonight, but I'm meeting them for coffee tomorrow morning."

I nod, wondering why this particular errand couldn't wait for daylight hours, but there's something in Sara's purposeful manner that suggests she has other reasons for wanting company. The quiet between us stretches, comfortable but charged with unasked questions.

"Walter," she says finally, her eyes fixed on the road ahead, "what was bothering you this morning? Between you and Gabby and her daughter?"

"Nothing," I say too quickly. "I'm fine."

Sara gives me a sideways glance that clearly says she isn't buying it. "I think we've known each other long enough for honesty, don't you? I saw your faces. I wasn't eavesdropping, but it looked like you could use a friend."

Her directness catches me off guard. I take a breath, considering my words. The car stops at a red light, and she turns to look at me, her face softened by the glow of nearby neon signs.

"It's complicated," I admit.

"Most worthwhile things are." Her smile is gentle.

The light turns green. I watch the passing headlights of oncoming cars and find myself telling Sara everything. About Emma's bizarre badminton "interview" to see if I was worthy of dating her mother. About her flirtatious comments during our games. About the phone call that crossed all kinds of lines.

"She used Gabby's phone so I would answer it," I explain, feeling heat rise to my face. "She asked me when we would go play badminton at first, and then... She told me she had feelings for me. And I... God, this is embarrassing."

"You didn't hang up," Sara fills in, her voice neutral but not judgmental.

"No. I didn't." I stare out the window at a passing bus covered with an advertisement for beachfront condos. "That's why things were tense this morning. Emma was smug, Gabby was confused and hurt, and I was... well, ashamed."

Sara listens intently, occasionally turning to look at me. To my surprise, her eyes sparkle with amusement mixed with sympathy.

"You know," she says thoughtfully, "that would make a fantastic story for Anya or maybe the Walker sisters." She laughs softly, then adds, "Sorry, I'm not making fun of you. But I don't see why you're taking all the blame. It sounds like Emma's been trying to seduce you from the start. She told you herself she fell for you the first time you met."

"Maybe," I concede, "but I'm still responsible. I had plenty of chances to end that call. I chose to stay on the line."

Sara raises an eyebrow, hands steady on the wheel as she navigates a turn. "That's interesting. Why did you stay on the phone, Walter?"

That’s a good question. And the answer is obvious. I consider lying or deflecting, but there's something about Sara that makes me want to be honest, even when the truth is unflattering.

"I'm attracted to her," I confess. "Emma is feisty, playful, beautiful. The fact that she's set her eyes on me, gone through all this trouble to get my attention... it's flattering."

Sara nods slowly. "I understand. I felt the same way about Ben before he became, you know, a stalker. A much younger man, good-looking, talented. I still don't get why he had his eye on me of all people."

"That's not hard to imagine at all," I protest before I can stop myself. "Any man would be lucky to have your attention."

Her smile warms the space between us. "You're sweet. But let's get back to your situation. What are you planning to do?"

I rub my forehead, feeling the beginnings of a headache forming behind my eyes. "I need to apologize to Gabby. Perhaps have a serious talk with both of them."

“That would be a smart decision," Sara says with an approving nod. "I hope you can convince Emma too. She seems... headstrong. Not the type to take no for an answer."

"That's what I'm afraid of," I sigh. "But ultimately, it's up to me to set boundaries, right?"

"Maybe," she replies thoughtfully. "I really hope Gabby won't hold this against you. I like her a lot."

"Me too," I say quietly, watching the familiar neighborhoods pass by as we get closer to Sara's old house. “She’s done nothing but good for me so far. She’s translating my books into French, not for money, but because she genuinely likes my work. I can’t bear the thought of hurting her.”

Sara reaches over and briefly squeezes my hand. Her touch is warm and reassuring, like an anchor settling me in place. For a moment, Emma and Gabby and all their complications seem distant, less immediate than this simple human connection.

"We all make mistakes, Walter," she says softly. "The important thing is what we do afterward."

I nod, observing her profile as she drives, grateful for her understanding and reflecting on how foolish I was to have let her slip out of my life once.

Sara's Craftsman house sits on a quiet street lined with jacaranda trees, their silhouettes black against the night sky. The porch light is off, but streetlamps cast enough glow to reveal the home's weathered charm—wide steps leading to a covered porch, chunky columns supporting a pitched roof, windows with diamond-patterned upper panes. It looks like something from another era, a postcard of California living from before the tech boom and traffic nightmares.

"It's a shame you have to sell this place," I say as Sara parks in the driveway. "It has so much character."

She kills the engine and shrugs. "It's too big for just me. Too much upkeep, too many rooms to clean." Her voice is practical but tinged with something I can't quite name. "I can always find another house later if apartment living doesn't suit me."

We both scan the street before getting out. No unfamiliar cars parked nearby, no shadows lurking beyond the streetlights' reach.

"Looks like your admirer is taking the night off," I observe.

Sara snorts. "Maybe he's on vacation. Everyone needs a break from stalking now and then, right?" Her humor has an edge to it, but I appreciate that she can still joke about the situation.

We exit the car and walk around to the back door. Sara fumbles with her keys, finally selecting one with a purple band around its head. The door opens to reveal a kitchen in disarray. Boxes labeled "Donate" and "Store" are stacked on the counter and floor. Black trash bags lean against the wall like sleeping sentries.

"Sorry about the chaos," Sara says, flicking on lights as we enter. "I've been focusing on making the apartment livable rather than cleaning this place out."

The living room beyond is equally cluttered. Half-empty bookshelves stand beside stacks of more boxes. The walls are bare except for faint rectangles where art once hung, ghosts of the home's former life.

"I'll need to really tackle this mess tomorrow," she sighs, picking her way through the obstacle course of her possessions.

"What about now?" I suggest. "Since we're already here, we could make a dent in it. I'm happy to help."

Sara turns to me, smiling as she shakes her head. "That's too much to ask. I just need to grab those paintings and we can go."

She leads me to a door off the kitchen, pulling it open to reveal steps leading down to a garage that's even more crowded than the house. Art supplies fill dozens of plastic bins. Canvases lean in stacks against the walls, some wrapped in protective coverings, others bare to the air.

"All this is going into storage?" I ask as I follow her down the steps.

"Most of it. I've sold or donated a lot already."

I pick up a half-empty tube of cerulean blue that's escaped from a nearby box. "You could rent a studio, you know. That corner in the living room isn’t enough for you."

Sara takes the paint tube from me and places it back in the box. "I've thought about it, but it isn't necessary. These are just supplies. And like I said, I can put them in the storage. Painting doesn't require that much space, really. I can work in my apartment just fine."

She moves deeper into the garage, navigating around a bicycle and what appears to be an entire kitchen's worth of abandoned appliances.

"Many famous artists painted in cramped apartments," she continues. "A studio is a luxury most can't afford, historically speaking."

"Here, let me help," I offer, seeing her struggle to move a heavy wooden crate blocking access to a corner of the garage. Together we shift it aside, revealing a stack of canvases propped against the wall.

"These are the ones I was planning to give away," she explains, carefully sifting through them. "Mostly pieces I've collected from other artists over the years, but I might have accidentally put some of my own work in here."

Her graceful hands deftly sort through the paintings. She pauses, pulling one out from the middle of the stack. "Ah, here it is."

She holds up a small canvas of fruit on a plate. The style is distinctive, all bold planes of color that somehow turn ordinary apples and pears into something luminous and strangely profound. The composition is simple, but magnetic.

“I remember painting this study years ago,” Sara says. “I was trying to imitate Rothko’s technique. It was really just practice, but I think Anya will appreciate it.”

"It's beautiful," I say, genuinely impressed. "You have a gift."

She smiles, the compliment clearly pleasing her. “Thank you.” She returns to the stack and selects another piece, this one a sunset over water, all gold and coral light. “This might suit Charlotte. She mentioned liking Catalina Island.”

My cheeks warm a little, though Sara doesn’t seem aware of my trip there with Charlotte. “What about me?” I ask, half joking, half hoping to change the subject. “Don’t I get a Sara Shaw original?”

She laughs, the sound bouncing off the concrete walls. "I didn't know you were interested in art. Here, take a look. Pick anything you like."

I start browsing through the stack, careful not to damage any of the canvases. Most are landscapes or abstracts, but one catches my eye and makes me pause. It's a painting of a woman holding a newborn baby. The mother's face is turned down toward the child, her expression a complex mixture of joy and what might be fear. The infant's tiny hand reaches up toward her face, one finger extended as if in recognition.

"Who are they?" I ask, unable to look away from the intimate scene.

Sara glances over. "No one I know. I painted it from a magazine photo years ago. I liked the composition."

The brushwork is different from her other pieces. Looser, more emotionally charged. The light falling across the mother's face creates a warmth that seems to radiate from the canvas itself. The baby is rendered with such tenderness that I can almost feel the weight of that small body in my own arms.

"It's captivating," I say quietly.

Sara takes the painting from me and returns it to the giveaway pile. "I'm sure someone will enjoy it."

"You're not keeping it? It's so well done."

"I'm sure," she says, her voice deliberately casual. "It makes me sad. And I don't want to feel sad anymore." She gestures toward another canvas. "This landscape might suit you better. It's an experiment from my earlier days."

Her words are light, dismissive even, but I catch something in her eyes. A brief flicker of pain, quickly concealed. She turns away, busying herself with wrapping the paintings she's selected in protective paper.

I remember the way she played hostess that morning, her confident smile masking what I now recognize as a deeper vulnerability. I think about her kindness in the car tonight, how she listened without judgment to my mess with Emma and Gabby.

Without overthinking it, I move toward her. She looks up, surprised, as I gently pull her to me. For a moment we just stand there, my arms around her shoulders, her hands still holding the wrapped painting between us. I can feel her breath, slightly quickened, warm against my neck.

Then I'm kissing her, or she's kissing me. Her lips are soft and taste faintly of the wine from earlier. The painting slips from her grasp, landing softly on a nearby box. Her hands find my face, her touch tentative at first, then more certain.


CHAPTER 13
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Sara pulls back first, just enough to breathe, but not far enough to break whatever this is between us.

For a moment, neither of us moves. The garage feels smaller than it did a minute ago, the air thicker somehow. Sara stands close enough that I can still feel the warmth of her body, her lips still a ghost on mine.

Then she looks away first. She bends to pick up the painting she nearly dropped, brushing dust from the frame with careful fingers. “I should probably bring these back now,” she says, her voice quiet but steadier than I feel. “Let’s go.”

But I glance around at the cluttered garage and know I’m not ready to walk away just yet.

"Let's clean this up while we're here," I say, rolling up my sleeves. "It's only eight. Not that late."

Sara glances around, her blue eyes sweeping over the mess. "You sure? It looks worse than it is."

"I'm sure. Four hands make quick work."

The garage is a curious space, not quite a garage anymore but not quite a studio either. Wooden shelves line the walls, crammed with paint tubes, brushes standing bristle-up in old coffee cans, stacks of blank canvases in various sizes.

A large workbench occupies the far wall under a window, spattered with colorful drips and splashes. In the corner sits a washer and dryer, incongruously domestic next to the artistic disarray.

The concrete floor has a rainbow patina of paint splatters, like someone spilled a box of melted crayons years ago.

"How should we tackle this?" I ask, surveying the battlefield of creativity.

Sara tucks a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. "I'll handle the paintings. I’ve already put some of the expensive ones in storage. Most of these are going to donations, but I need to check each one. You can start boxing up the supplies. Everything but that blue toolbox goes to storage."

I nod and grab an empty cardboard box, stuffing everything I can reach from the shelf into it—paint tubes slick with dried color, a bundle of stiff-bristled brushes fanned out like they’ve been abandoned mid-stroke, and a dented palette knife.

"What about all these jars of... whatever this is?" I point to a collection of glass containers filled with liquids of varying colors and viscosities.

"Those are mediums and solvents. They can go in that plastic bin over there, but be careful. Some of them are nasty stuff."

I nod and do what she says, putting the jars into the plastic bin carefully.

Sara moves more slowly, examining each canvas before stacking them against the wall. She lifts a small painting of a winter forest scene. "God, I spent too much money on other people's art."

"Occupational hazard?"

"More like an addiction," she says with a smile. "When I see something beautiful, I want to own it. Study it. Figure out how they did it." She runs her fingertips over the textured surface. "This one I bought in Portland eight years ago from a street artist. Probably spent more than I should.”

"Worth it?"

"Absolutely." She places it carefully in her "keep" pile, which is growing larger than her donation stack.

We work in comfortable silence punctuated by occasional questions or comments. The rhythm feels natural, as if we've been doing this together for years.

"You're fast," Sara says, watching me fill a third box. "This would take me all day by myself."

"I get that. When I moved to Seaview, it took me nearly a month to clear out my old place. Got lost in memory lane every time I opened a drawer."

"That's exactly it," she says, sounding relieved that someone understands. "Every object has a story attached."

"Easier with someone else's stuff," I say, tapping my temple. "No emotional baggage clouding my judgment."

"Lucky me."

I spot a cardboard box pushed against the wall, partially hidden behind a stack of stretched canvases. Crouching down, I grab it, surprised by its weight.

"This one's heavier than it looks," I murmur, lifting it to my chest.

From across the room, Sara turns quickly. "Walter, wait, that's—"

Too late. Something inside shifts as I tilt the box. A glass jar tips, its lid gives way, and suddenly cold liquid sloshes over my hand and down my wrist, soaking my sleeve. The smell hits me immediately, sharp and chemical.

"Shit," I curse, setting the box down with a thud. The acrid scent makes my nose burn and my eyes water.

Sara is at my side in an instant. "Don't touch your face," she warns, her voice tight with concern.

"Wasn't planning to," I say, holding my arm awkwardly away from my body. "What is this stuff?"

"Mineral spirits. Paint solvent. And it's been used, so it's dirty." She wrinkles her nose. "Sorry, that's been sitting there for months."

"No wonder it smells like a chemical factory had a bad day." The liquid is clear but has left an oily sheen on my skin.

Sara grabs a nearby roll of paper towels and tries to blot my hand dry, but stops after a few dabs. "This isn't working. You need to wash it off properly."

I nod and move toward the utility sink in the corner.

"No," she says, grabbing my dry arm. "Not just a hand wash. You need a proper shower. That stuff is all over your shirt and jeans too."

I hesitate, looking down at myself. She's right. The spill is worse than I thought. My right sleeve is soaked from wrist to elbow, and there are splotches on my shirt front and the right thigh of my jeans. The smell is overwhelming now that I'm paying attention to it.

Sara steps closer, her nose crinkling. "Definitely a shower situation. And that shirt needs to go in the wash immediately."

She helps me carefully peel off my button-down, making sure the soaked fabric doesn't touch my face. Her fingers brush against my chest as she works the last button free. I feel a slight tremor in her hands, or maybe it's mine.

"I'll put this in the washer," she says, holding the shirt at arm's length. She crosses to the machine and tosses it in, adding detergent and starting the cycle in quick, practiced motions.

She leads me through a doorway into her bedroom and toward an adjoining bathroom. "Shower's in here. There’s some shampoo and body wash. I'll come back for your jeans."

The bathroom is nearly bare, stripped of personal items. The countertop is empty except for a bar of soap. No basket, no shelves filled with products. It feels abandoned, which I suppose it is.

"I'll be right back," Sara says, disappearing through the door.

I kick off my shoes and socks, then step into the tub still wearing my jeans, not wanting to be completely naked when she returns. I pull the shower curtain partially closed, providing some modesty while I wait.

Sara reappears moments later, holding a faded blue towel. "Sorry, this is an old one I was planning to throw away."

"Better than nothing," I say, peeking around the edge of the curtain. I'm conscious of my bare chest, the way her eyes linger there for a second before she looks away.

"I'll start the washer," she says, reaching for my clothes.

"Thanks," I say as I place my jeans and underwear on the floor just outside the tub.

She gathers them quickly, giving me a small smile before turning away. "Holler if you need anything."

The door clicks shut, and I turn the water on, adjusting the temperature until steam begins to rise. As I step fully under the spray, I try not to think about the last time I was in a shower at Sara's house, or the fact that she was in it with me.

I try not to think about the kiss, either, but that’s hopeless. It keeps coming back to me, not just the feel of her mouth on mine, but the way it felt so natural, so right, as if five months apart had been nothing at all, just a pause in a conversation we were somehow able to pick up again without missing a word.

I've just lathered my hair when I hear the bathroom door open again. The sound of the shower drowns out her footsteps, but her voice carries over the spray of water.

"How's it going in there?" Sara asks. "Need anything?"

"I'm doing fine," I reply, peeking through the gap in the shower curtain. She's standing by the sink, her fingers working at the buttons of her blouse.

"Good," she says, slipping the garment off her shoulders. "I need a shower too. That chemical stuff got on my clothes as well." She unzips her jeans and steps out of them. "I smell nearly as bad as you did."

"Sorry about that. I'll be done soon," I offer, though my eyes are fixed on her body as she unhooks her bra.

"No need to hurry," she says, now completely naked. Her skin glows under the bathroom lights. "We can share."

Before I can respond, she pulls back the curtain and steps into the small space with me. My body reacts immediately to her proximity, her bare skin suddenly inches from mine. Her blue eyes are luminous, almost electric as they meet mine, tiny water droplets clinging to her eyelashes.

"Unless you don't want me to," she murmurs, her voice barely audible above the rushing water.

I take a sharp breath, feeling oxygen flood my lungs and the ability to speak return. "Are you kidding, Sara?" My voice comes out rough, almost hoarse. "I've missed our showers together."

I pull her against me, our wet skin sliding together as my mouth finds hers. Her lips are soft and yielding, opening to me like a flower to the sun. She tastes like mint and desire, her tongue meeting mine with an urgency that makes my knees weak. Water cascades over us, turning her skin slippery under my hands as they travel down her back to cup her buttocks.

Sara presses against me, her breasts flush against my chest. She breaks our kiss, breathless.

"Me too, Walter," she pants, water streaming down her face. "I miss you washing me. Your rough hands are better than any loofah on earth." She takes my wrist, guiding my palm to her shoulder. "I want them on me, every inch of my body. Scrub me clean, please."

A groan escapes me, and I reach for the body wash. The scent of lavender and rose fills the steamy air as I pour a generous amount into my palm. Without hesitation, I spread it across her shoulders, working it into a lather that trails down her arms in foamy rivulets.

Her head falls back as I move to her collarbones, then lower to cup her breasts. They fit perfectly in my hands, familiar territory I've missed exploring. I stroke her areolas with my thumbs, watching her nipples harden and grow under my touch.

"God, yes," she whispers, bracing herself against the tiled wall.

I can't resist bending down to take one rosy peak into my mouth, sucking gently. Sara writhes against the wall, her hands finding my hair, holding me to her chest. I move to the other breast, lavishing it with the same attention until she's moaning continuously, a symphony of pleasure that echoes off the bathroom walls.

Kneeling now, I spread soap across her flat stomach, her hips, the curve of her buttocks. I urge her legs apart, rubbing lather along her inner thighs, deliberately avoiding the place she wants me most.

Sara looks down at me, her eyes heavy-lidded but intent. "Walter," she says, her tone somewhere between plea and demand.

I smile up at her, then move lower to wash her calves, her delicate ankles.

"You're teasing me," she protests, reaching between her own legs.

"Patience," I say, moving her hand away. "Some things shouldn't be rushed."

When I'm satisfied she's clean everywhere else, I finally press my mouth to her sex. Sara lets out a soft squeal that turns into a moan as I lick along her folds. Her salty-sweet taste is familiar and intoxicating. I trace patterns with my tongue, circling her clit but not quite touching it, building her need.

Her fingers tangle in my wet hair, tugging almost painfully as she tries to direct me. I give in, finally focusing on the sensitive bud, sucking it gently while sliding two fingers inside her. She's hot and slick around my fingers, her inner walls gripping them as I curl upward, finding that spot that makes her cry out.

"Walter, yes, right there," she gasps, her hips bucking against my mouth.

I increase the pressure and speed, and suddenly she's coming, her whole body tensing. A long, keening cry breaks from her lips as she shudders against me, her inner muscles pulsing around my fingers. I continue, gentler now, helping her ride out the waves of pleasure until she tugs me up by the shoulders.

"My turn," she whispers, her eyes still glazed with climax.

She reverses our positions, pressing me against the wall as she sinks to her knees. The sight of her there, water streaming over her blonde hair, her blue eyes looking up at me, nearly finishes me before she even touches me.

When she takes me in her mouth, I hiss through clenched teeth. The wet heat of her mouth is exquisite torture. She knows exactly how I like it, alternating between teasing licks and deep, enveloping suction. Her hand wraps around the base of my erection, working in tandem with her mouth.

I grab handfuls of her wet hair, holding tight to maintain control. "I’m close," I warn, feeling the pressure building too quickly.

She releases me with a pop, looking up with a mischievous smile. "I want you inside me," she says, rising to her feet. "Fuck me, Walter."

In one fluid motion, I lift her, hands under her thighs. She wraps her legs around my waist, her back pressed against the shower wall for support. I position myself at her entrance, pausing there to feel her heat.

"Now," she urges, digging her heels into my lower back.

I thrust upward, burying myself to the hilt. We both cry out at the sensation of being joined again after so long. I hold still for a moment, savoring the feeling, then begin to move.

The rhythm comes naturally, muscle memory taking over as we find our pace. Water pounds on my back as I pound into her, each thrust drawing a gasp or moan from her lips. Her nails dig into my shoulders, leaving marks I'll discover later.

"Harder," she commands, and I comply, driving into her with increasing force. The bathroom fills with the sounds of our lovemaking, skin on skin, my grunts, her higher cries.

I feel her beginning to tighten around me again, her second orgasm approaching. My own release builds, a pressure at the base of my spine spreading outward.

"Come with me," I growl into her ear, and somehow, impossibly, we do. Her inner walls clamp down as I explode inside her, our shared climax so intense that for a moment, I forget to breathe. Stars burst behind my eyelids as wave after wave of pleasure crashes through me.

Slowly, reality returns. The water, now running cooler, continues to stream over us. Sara's legs tremble as I lower her carefully to stand on shaky legs. We cling to each other, catching our breath.

"That was..." she starts, then laughs softly. "God, I missed that."

"Me too," I admit, reaching for the soap again. "Let's get actually clean now."

We wash each other tenderly, a different kind of intimacy that feels almost more significant than what came before. When we're finally rinsed clean, I shut off the water, and we step out, sharing the faded towel she brought earlier.


CHAPTER 14
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Sara puts on a kimono gown and disappears briefly to put the clothes in the dryer, then returns to the bedroom. “It should be ready in half an hour or so,” she says.

“Okay.” I glance at her. “What do we do now?”

She looks toward the bed, a faint smile touching her mouth. “We could rest.”

“That sounds like a very good idea,” I say. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I missed this bed.”

The bed is made but bare except for sheets, everything else packed away. Still, the plush mattress is inviting. We lie down together, my arm around her shoulders, her head nestled against my chest.

As much as I appreciate the mattress, there’s no chance of rest with Sara’s warm body curled against mine.

After a while, I tilt her chin up and kiss her again. This one is slower than before, unhurried, as if we both understand there is no need to rush anything now. Her mouth softens beneath mine, and I feel her melt closer, one hand resting lightly against my ribs, the other sliding up to my shoulder. I trace my fingers along her back, feeling the warmth of her through the thin fabric, and she lets out the quietest breath against my lips, a sound that seems to settle somewhere deep in my chest.

We move together with a tenderness that feels almost fragile, as if we are rediscovering something precious we once misplaced. I kiss her forehead, her temple, the corner of her mouth, and each time she answers by drawing nearer, until there is no distance left between us at all.

When the wave finally breaks over both of us, I keep her close, my face buried in her hair, struck by the quiet absence of panic. I’ve given Sara all of me, twice in less than an hour, without any barrier, without reserve. Five months ago, that realization would have frightened me. Now all I can think is that if loving Sara means stepping into something larger, I’m no longer afraid to meet it.

Sara seems to have heard my unspoken thoughts, because she murmurs against my neck, “Thank you, Walter.”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart,” I say, kissing her hair again.

The house is quiet except for the soft rustle of sheets as we shift closer, fitting ourselves around each other as naturally as breathing.

Within minutes, Sara’s breathing slows and deepens. I glance at her face, seeing the tension has melted away in sleep. She must be exhausted, up since six preparing for the housewarming party.

I don't wake her. My clothes need time to dry anyway, so there's no rush. I stare at the ceiling, remembering the last time I spent the night here, when everything seemed simpler. Now my life has become surprisingly complicated. Six “lady friends,” as Sara has put it earlier—herself among them. The thought makes me smile, then frown as I remember this morning's drama with Emma and Gabby.

Sara's right, though. I need to have a serious conversation with them both, and set clear boundaries. I stroke Sara's damp hair absently, grateful for her wisdom and presence in my life.

As I carefully brush away a strand of hair on her face, Sara stirs against my chest, her eyes fluttering open like someone coming up from underwater. She looks momentarily confused, then smiles when she focuses on my face. "How long was I out?" she asks, her voice husky with sleep.

I glance at my phone on the nightstand. "About twenty minutes. Just a power nap."

She sits up, running fingers through her damp hair. "Your clothes should be dry by now. Let me check."

Before I can offer to go myself, she's padding barefoot out of the room. I watch her go, admiring the view and marveling at how quickly we've fallen back into our old rhythms. She returns shortly with our clothes, warm from the dryer and smelling of lavender fabric softener.

"Good as new," she says, handing mine to me. "Well, minus the chemical stink."

We dress quickly. Sara combs through her damp hair with her fingers.

"Ready?" she asks, picking up her keys.

The paintings are where we left them, leaning against the wall near the garage door. Three framed pieces: a sunset over water for Charlotte, a stylized still life in bold reds and golds for Anya, and, for me, Mother and Child. I can’t seem to part with it. Not after seeing what it does to her.

We carry them carefully to her car, arranging them in the trunk so they won't shift during the drive. The night air is cool against my skin, carrying the scent of jasmine from somewhere nearby.

It would be a perfect moment if not for the prickling sensation between my shoulder blades, the feeling of being watched.

Sara feels it too. She freezes as she closes the trunk, her eyes darting to the street. "Walter," she whispers, her voice barely audible. "Ben's car is here. Right in front of the house."

I follow her gaze to a black Jeep parked under a streetlight about fifty feet away. Through the windshield, I can make out a figure in the driver's seat, the orange glow of a cigarette illuminating a face in brief flashes.

"We should go back inside," Sara says, her keys jingling in her suddenly trembling hand. “What if he follows us and finds out where I live now?”

I look at her, then back at the Jeep, and make a decision. "No."

Before she can stop me, I'm walking toward the vehicle, my stride purposeful. My heart pounds in my chest, but not from fear. This has gone on long enough. Sara deserves better than to live looking over her shoulder.

I rap my knuckles against the driver's side window, harder than necessary. There's a moment's pause before it lowers with an electric hum, releasing a cloud of smoke and the thrumming bass of music I hadn't heard from outside.

Ben looks up at me, his expression a carefully constructed mask of indifference. He's as young as I remembered, early thirties at most. His muscled arms are covered in intricate tattoos that disappear under the sleeves of his black t-shirt. He takes a long drag from his cigarette before speaking.

"Can I help you with something?" His voice is deep, with an edge of mockery.

I rest both hands on the window frame, leaning down slightly. "Yeah, you can. You can back off and leave Sara alone."

A slow smile spreads across his face. "I don't know who you are, man, but this is a public street. I can park wherever I want."

"Cut the bullshit," I say, surprised by the steadiness in my voice. "We both know why you're here. She's not interested. She's moved on. She's with me now."

His eyes narrow slightly. "With you? That's cute. Sara likes her little projects, her fixer-uppers. You know that's what you are to her, right? A project."

I don't take the bait. "Here's what's going to happen. You're going to drive away and stop following her. No more parking outside her house, no more showing up at places she goes. It stops tonight."

He laughs, a short, humorless sound. "Or what, teacher? You'll give me a bad grade?"

"Or I'll make sure you won't be able to drive again," I say, my voice dropping lower. "Let alone carve wood or ink tattoos."

Something shifts in his expression, uncertainty flickering across his features.

"I know guys too, Ben. Guys who don't ask questions when I tell them someone's been terrorizing my girlfriend." I'm bluffing, but he doesn't need to know that. "I don't want to go that route. So I'm asking you nicely, just this once. Back off."

"You don't scare me," he says, but his voice lacks conviction.

I lean in closer, so only he can hear me. "I should. Because if I see you near her again, if I hear you've been anywhere she is, what happens next won't be a conversation. Are we clear?"

He stares at me for a long moment, then looks past me to where Sara stands by her car. Something like resignation passes over his face.

"Whatever, man. She's not worth the hassle anyway." He turns the key in the ignition, revving the engine. "Tell her she can keep the wooden bird. I made it especially for her."

I step back as he shifts the Jeep into drive. "Don't come back, Ben. I mean it."

He doesn't respond, just accelerates away faster than necessary, his tires squealing against the pavement as he turns the corner.

I watch until his taillights disappear, then walk back to Sara. She's hugging herself, despite the mild night air.

"You okay?" I ask.

She nods, but doesn't speak. I convince her to let me drive. We drive in silence for several blocks, the only sound the soft hum of the engine and the occasional click of the turn signal. I don't push her to talk, giving her space to process.

Finally, as we stop at a red light, she places her hand on my thigh and turns to look at me. "So I'm with you now?" There's a smile playing at the corners of her mouth, a hint of teasing in her tone.

I take her hand in mine, bringing it to my lips for a brief kiss. "You've always been," I say simply.

The light turns green, and as we drive toward Seaview Villas, I keep hold of her hand, a silent promise between us.


CHAPTER 15
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I pull up outside Gabby’s house a few minutes before ten and leave the engine running longer than I should. The street is already alive with the slow rhythm of a Sunday by the beach—cars passing, voices drifting from the sidewalk, the distant rush of waves underneath it all. It should feel relaxing. It doesn’t.

For a moment, I consider turning the car around and leaving. I’m not ready for this conversation. There’s no easy way through it, no outcome that doesn’t hurt someone. The obvious answer is to stay away from Emma, but I doubt she’ll accept that quietly. As long as I’m seeing Gabby, she won’t let it go. Maybe I should stop seeing Gabby too.

The thought hits harder than I expect.

I could text her something vague, buy myself another day. But that would be a coward’s move.

Avoiding this won’t make it better. Sara said that to me last night.

I cut the engine and sit there for a second, hands resting on the wheel, replaying yesterday whether I want to or not. The look on Gabby’s face—shock, hurt—hasn’t left me since. Not all day, not all night. Even after everything with Sara, sleep didn’t come easy.

I texted Gabby when I got home. Asked if I could come by and talk. She told me ten.

Emma would be there. That thought still makes my stomach drop.

I glance at the dashboard clock. Ten. Time to go.

I let out a breath, pull the key from the ignition, and step out of the car, closing the door more quietly than necessary, as if that might soften what I’m about to walk into. The salty air hits me as I head up the short path to her front door, my pulse already a little too fast.

I stand outside Gabby’s door with my pulse beating a little too hard for a man who is just here to talk. I knock once, then wish I had knocked softer.

Gabby opens the door almost immediately. She’s dressed simply, in yoga pants and a loose sweater, her hair tied back. She looks tired. Not puffy-eyed or dramatic. Just tired in a way that suggests she didn’t sleep much either.

“Hi,” I say.

“Come in.” Her voice is flat, not cold exactly, but scraped clean of warmth.

I step inside. Emma is already in the living room, curled into one corner of the couch with her knees drawn up. She looks at me directly, without embarrassment, without apology. There’s a steadiness in her expression that makes me feel even more off-balance.

Gabby closes the door behind me. “Do you want coffee?”

The offer sounds automatic, almost polite out of habit.

“No, thanks.”

She nods once and gestures toward the chair across from the couch. I sit. Gabby remains standing for a second, arms folded, then seems to think better of it and takes the armchair by the window. The distance between the three of us feels measured.

Nobody speaks for a moment.

And then I clear my throat. “I’m not here to argue with either of you.”

Emma’s gaze flickers, but she says nothing.

I look at Gabby first, because that seems only right. “I handled things badly. I should have shut that call down, and I didn’t. I’m sorry.”

Gabby studies me. “You told me that much already.”

“I know.” My hands come together loosely between my knees. “But I didn’t say it properly. And I don’t want you thinking I’m trying to minimize what happened.”

A tiny movement crosses her face. Not softness exactly. But attention.

“I’m not going to pretend Emma forced me into something I didn’t choose,” I say. “She did tell me how she felt, and I told her no. I told her she was too young, and that I was seeing you.” My throat tightens a little on the last two words. “But when she insisted, I let things go further than they should have. That’s on me.”

Gabby exhales through her nose and looks down at her hands.

Emma speaks before her mother can. “Mom, I told you. He didn’t come after me. I went after him.”

Gabby turns to her sharply. “Emma.”

“What?” Emma says, but not rudely. More like she is bracing herself. “It’s true.”

Gabby presses her lips together and looks back at me. “Do you have any idea what this felt like from my side?”

“Yes,” I say quietly. “Or at least some idea. Enough to know you had every right to be angry.”

Her laugh is brief and humorless. “Angry isn’t even the word.”

I nod. “I hurt you. I’m sorry.”

For a moment, the room goes still again. Outside, kids ride past on their bikes, their voices drifting through the open window, light and carefree, completely out of place with the heaviness in the room.

Gabby leans back in the chair, but the set of her shoulders stays rigid. “I trusted you.”

That lands harder than I expect, maybe because she doesn’t raise her voice when she says it.

“I know.”

“You were not some random man Emma met online. You were my friend, and her… badminton partner…” She stops, visibly rearranging the sentence before it comes out. “You were part of our lives.”

I lower my eyes for a second. “I know. I shouldn’t have crossed the line.”

“You knew she was vulnerable.”

Emma makes a noise of protest. “Mom, stop saying it like that.”

Gabby turns to her. “Like what?”

“Like I’m some confused child who got tricked.” Emma drops her feet to the floor and sits forward. “I’m not.”

“You are my daughter,” Gabby says, as if that settles everything.

“Yes, and I’m also an adult.”

The words hang there. Emma’s voice is not loud, but it has force behind it.

Gabby rubs her forehead. “Emma, I am trying very hard not to lose my mind right now.”

“I know,” Emma says, softer now. “But you keep talking about me like I’m not even here.”

That takes some of the air out of the room. Gabby’s hand falls away from her forehead. She looks, suddenly, not angry but overwhelmed.

Emma hesitates, then goes on, quieter but steady. “And you don’t get to act like this came out of nowhere.”

Gabby’s eyes sharpen. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Emma meets her gaze. “You were giving him a handjob in the pool. Right there, in front of me. You thought I wasn’t paying attention, but I was.”

A flicker of something crosses Gabby’s face—defensiveness, embarrassment, or guilt.

“Don’t turn this around on me,” she says. “Whatever I’ve done wrong doesn’t make this okay.”

“That’s not what I’m doing,” Emma replies. “But you don’t get to act like this is all on him either.”

I glance between them and feel, with painful clarity, that I have wandered into something larger than seduction or guilt. This is not just about me. It is about a mother being forced to see her daughter differently, and a daughter insisting on being seen.

Emma folds her hands in her lap. “I know this is weird,” she says to Gabby. “Falling for my mom’s boyfriend. I didn’t think it was right either. I tried to fight it, believe it or not.”

She lets out a small breath. “I’ve never liked the guys you dated before. And I wanted not to like him. I kept looking for something wrong, something that would turn me off.”

Her voice steadies, though her fingers tighten together. “I even tried to seduce him when we played badminton, and he handled it well. But that just made me want him more.”

She hesitates, then adds, quieter, “And then I saw you two in the pool… I couldn’t ignore it anymore.” Her gaze drops, and after a moment, she says softly, “I’m sorry, Mom.”

Gabby stares at her, mouth slightly open, clearly stunned. “Emma…” she starts, but Emma cuts her off.

“My feelings for Walter are real.” Emma’s voice shakes now, just slightly. “I know you think this is a phase, or rebellion, or me trying to get attention, but it’s not. I love him.”

The room seems to shrink. I love him. It’s the second time in twenty-four hours she’s said it. I’m touched—and again, I’m embarrassed. This doesn’t help. It only makes things worse for Gabby.

Gabby closes her eyes briefly, as if the words physically pain her. When she opens them, she looks at me instead of Emma. “And what about you?”

There it is. The question I knew was coming, the one I’ve been dreading all night.

I’ve rehearsed the answer. I’m supposed to say, clearly and firmly, that I don’t have any real feelings for Emma. That what happened was a mistake, a lapse in judgment because she’s young and attractive.

But after everything she’s just said, I can’t bring myself to do it. It would be too harsh.

I can feel Emma watching me now, her attention fixed on me.

I take a breath. “I care about her.”

Emma’s eyes brighten instantly.

Gabby’s mouth tightens. “That is a careful answer.”

“It’s an honest one.”

“Honest enough?”

I don’t answer right away. This isn’t what I planned.

I was supposed to say the right thing. The safe thing. Something that would make this easier for everyone.

But Emma isn’t just being reckless. She has been honest about herself, about me, about everything. She didn’t hide from any of it.

I shouldn’t hide either.

“I’m attracted to her,” I say at last. “I shouldn’t be, maybe. I know how it sounds. I know how it looks. But I’m not going to stand here and lie just to make myself seem cleaner than I am.”

Gabby lets out another thin breath. “Jesus.”

“I’m sorry,” I say again. “Not as a strategy. Not to get you to forgive me. I just am.”

Silence follows. And then Emma speaks, quieter now. “He told me no at first, Mom.”

Gabby turns to her. “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“I know. But it matters,” Emma insists.

Gabby doesn’t answer that.

I look at her and make myself continue. “I’m not asking you to be fine with this, Gabby. I’m not asking for permission, either. I just didn’t want what happened yesterday to be the last word between us.”

Gabby’s eyes narrow slightly. “Then what is the last word supposed to be?”

I consider that. “That I should have handled it better, instead of letting it get that far. That I don’t want lies or sneaking around. And that I don’t want to hurt either of you.”

Emma gives a faint, almost involuntary smile at that, but Gabby remains unreadable.

Finally she says, “You may be a little late on that last part.”

I nod. “Probably.”

Something in her expression shifts then. Not forgiveness. Nothing that generous. Just the smallest sign that she believes I’m not here to manipulate her.

She looks at Emma. “And you.” Her voice softens, though only a little. “I need you to understand that this is not easy for me.”

Emma swallows and nods. “I do.”

“No, I don’t think you do. But maybe one day you will.” Gabby leans back and folds her arms again, less defensively this time. “I can’t switch off being your mother because you’ve decided you’re in love.”

Emma’s mouth trembles, then steadies. “I’m not asking you to.”

Gabby looks down at the rug, then back at me. “I’m not okay with this. Not yet.”

“I didn’t expect you to be,” I say quietly.

“I need time.” Gabby exhales, rubbing her temple. “I have a conference at the University of Washington in Seattle next week, and I can barely even think about that right now.”

“You should take your time.”

“Whatever this turns into,” she says, each word precise, “I want honesty. No secrets. No half-truths. I will not be made a fool of in my own life.”

There’s a sting in that, maybe because I deserve it.

“You won’t,” I say.

Emma glances at her mother, then at me. “So… what does that mean?”

Gabby gives a tired laugh. “It means I’m not throwing him out the window, Emma. Don’t ask for more than that today.”

Despite everything, that almost makes me smile.

Emma’s shoulders loosen a fraction. “Okay.”

Gabby stands, and the motion seems to signal that the conversation is ending. I rise too.

“Thank you for letting me come by,” I say.

She nods, but does not answer immediately. Then, after a pause, she says, “I’m still angry with you.”

“I know,” I say, looking at her. Her face is softer now than it was when I arrived.

“And I’m not done yet.” Her voice isn’t sharp at all.

“That’s fair,” I say, though I have to resist the urge to hug her.

Her eyes flick to Emma, then back to me. “But we’ll see.”

“I hear you,” I say.

It’s not absolution, but it’s more than I expected when I walked in.

Emma stands too. She does not come toward me, which is probably for the best. She just looks at me with that same unnerving steadiness.

I head for the door. Gabby opens it, and for a second we stand there in the awkward quiet of people who know too much about one another.

“When are you leaving for Seattle?” I ask.

She seems faintly surprised by the question. “Tuesday morning. Back Friday night.”

I nod. “Bring a jacket. It’ll be colder than you expect this time of year.”

A small pause.

“And if you have time, the seafood there is worth it,” I add. “I can send you a couple of places.”

Gabby studies me for a moment.

“Sure,” she says finally. “That would be nice.”

I step outside into the bright late-morning sun, pull the door shut behind me, and let out a breath I feel like I’ve been holding since yesterday.
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Sample Chapter from The Seed of Life

The afternoon sun glints off my car's windshield as I pull into the apartment complex lot. I park in my designated parking spot and step out of the car. My brain is still foggy from my morning’s science classes, but I have a few hours to rest before starting my part-time job at the gym. I swing my backpack off one shoulder as I head towards the building.

"Mike!"

Mr. Peterson's voice stops me in my tracks. He's my landlord, mid-fifties, usually keeps to himself. Today, his brows furrow deep like trenches as he marches over.

"Your rent check," he says, "bounced."

My stomach drops. Bounced? That can't be right.

"Sorry, Mr. Peterson. I'll sort it out," I reply, my voice steady despite the unease churning inside me.

"Never had trouble with you before," he grumbles, scratching at his stubble. "I'll give you a week."

"Thanks," I say, relief washing over me for a brief second. But it doesn't last.

Upstairs, the studio apartment feels too quiet, empty. I throw my bag on the couch and fire up my laptop. The screen blinks to life, my bank account glaring back at me. It's almost barren. No transfer from Dad. Paycheck from work won’t be available until next Monday.

My heart sinks. A phone call replays in my head. Dad's voice, cold, distant. "I'm not paying if you're not doing finance." His ultimatum echoes. He'd never pushed this hard before. But that was before Mom and him separated.

It's not about the money. It’s about control. The same control that drove Mom away.

"Damn it," I mutter.

I close the laptop with a snap. Time to figure out plan B. Because I won't be the finance major he wants. I can't.  He's a CFO. Loves numbers like they're part of the family. But that's not me. Personal training—that's where my passion lies.

I close my eyes. Four evenings a week, I'm at Power Fitness, helping people push their limits. It's not just about the money; it's the smiles, the high-fives when they hit their goals. That's where I belong. Not behind a desk, swimming in spreadsheets.

But rent won't pay itself.

I think of Dad, his sharp suits, the way Mom used to shrink beside him. Jake, my half-brother, already his mini-me. And there's me, trying not to be swallowed by their shadows.

"Major in finance," Dad said. "And your future is guaranteed."

Otherwise, I’d have to struggle financially. He has just proved his point.

Mom's out of the question. She's starting over too. Can't put this on her.

What now?

I stand up, stretch. My reflection in the mirror—brown eyes, square jaw, determined. There's got to be a way through this. There always is.

I slap together a sandwich, the ham and cheese a sad excuse for lunch. I flop onto the couch, laptop open, scrolling through job listings. Fast food joints. Supermarket cashier positions. I'm qualified, but my heart sinks at the thought.

Then, an ad catches my eye: Sperm donors wanted. Decent pay. Requirements are simple: 18 to 39, over 5'8", college guy.

I hover my cursor over the ad, brow furrowed. Dad would probably disapprove, but he's already cut me off. I click to open it, scrolling through the details again. I meet all the criteria.

The thought of being a sperm donor surfaces in my mind from time to time. Easy money, like my friends said. But there's something about it that doesn't sit right with me. Creating children I'll never meet, who won't know their father. It's not how I want to make a living.

But then again, what other options do I have? My bank account is dwindling and rent is due soon. I can't afford to be picky.

I shake my head and close out of the ad, feeling defeated and frustrated. This isn't how it was supposed to be. Growing up, I always thought I'd have everything figured out by now—career, finances, life in general. But instead, here I am at 19 years old struggling to make ends meet.

I take a deep breath and try to calm myself down. Maybe there's another way out of this mess that doesn't involve selling my sperm for cash.

The thought of asking Ashley for more hours at Power Fitness seems better. I glance at the clock. It’s an hour before my shift begins, but I decide to be there early.

The door to Power Fitness swings open with a chime, the familiar scent of lemon-infused disinfectant and sweat greeting me. It's small but pristine, mirrors gleaming and equipment spaced for intimate sessions. The boutique gym buzzes with activity as I make my way through the bustling crowd. The rhythmic clinking of weights fills the air, accompanied by the steady whir of treadmills in motion.

Small and exclusive, the gym is my second home. It caters to the well-off who want a personal touch. Good service isn't just promised; it's delivered. And I'm part of that promise.

"Hey, Mike!" calls out Mr. Henley, a regular whose handshake could crush walnuts. He's struggled with his form, and I've been guiding him, rep by rep.

"Mr. Henley," I reply with a nod, "ready to hit those deadlifts?"

"Only with you spotting me," he says, patting my shoulder with gratitude. That's what I'm here for—to push them, cheer them on. I thrive on this, the human connection, not cold calculations.

We work through his sets, his form improving. I correct his posture, and he lifts with newfound confidence. It's these moments, the victories in others, that amplify my own.

"Thanks, kid," he grins, wiping sweat from his brow. "Couldn't have done it without you."

"Anytime," I respond, the satisfaction swelling in my chest. "Keep up the good work."

Ashley, I need more hours. I practice the words over and over in my head when I’m not helping clients.

But Ashley has been busy the entire afternoon, running between the workout area and her office. The fiery woman wears many hats: owner, manager, personal trainer, janitor, and even the plumber. She's a force of nature—her red ponytail bouncing with each determined step, emerald eyes scanning the gym she built from nothing.

Finally I spot her going into the staff’s lounge. I excuse myself from a client I’m helping and follow her. My steps feel heavy. I’m eager to speak to Ashley, although I also dread making the request to her. I know the gym isn’t that profitable since Ashley herself seldom takes a day off.

I pause at the door of the lounge and take in the sight of Ashley Williams, owner of Power Fitness and the woman who has been haunting my every thought since I started working for her six months ago. She’s eating a sandwich while scribbling something on a notepad.

“Hi Ash,” I say as I step into the room. “Sorry to interrupt your dinner.”

Ashley grins when she sees me. “Actually, it’s lunch. I haven’t gotten a chance to eat it.”

“Oh no,” I chuckle, my attention falls on the remaining sandwich, looking shrunken and soggy. It isn’t the first time she has done this, eating lunch at dinner time.

“Have a seat,” Ashley says, pointing at the chair across the table from her.  “I want to share something with you.”

I sit down and glance at her notepad. “What is it?”

“A new workout routine for a client who has hit a plateau.”

I look at the notes, impressed.

Ashley stands up as she finishes her sandwich. “Let me show you.”

My heart races as I watch her demonstrate an alternative exercise, muscles flexing under her tank top. I swallow hard, trying to focus on what she says and does, not how she looks.

"See how it's done?" she says with enthusiasm, her passion and determination shining through. It's not just her appearance that captivates me, it's her fierce spirit. She never gives up, even after her ex betrayed her and left both her and the business behind.

I want to tell her how amazing she is, but words stick in my throat. Instead, I offer a simple nod and a smile, hoping she doesn't notice the flush creeping up my neck.

She's out of my league. Ten years older, stunning, admired by everyone. The clients here flaunt their wealth to impress her. Sleek suits, flashy watches, cars that cost more than I make in a year.

"Focus, Mike," I tell myself. But it's hard when every fiber in my body responds to her presence. I'm just the college kid who works at her gym. A kid with dreams too big and pockets too empty.

"Great job, Ashley," I manage to say before we exit the lounge together.

"Thanks, Mike!" she says, her smile worth a million bucks to me.

Not until I’m back in the workout area do I realize I haven’t done what I intended to: asking for extra hours. Shit. Dumbass.

The clang of weights and the hum of treadmills fill the air as I keep one eye on the client I’m helping and another on Ashley. She's moving through the gym with a grace that belies the strength in her lean muscles, offering encouragement, adjusting postures, pushing her clients to be their best.

As she approaches, I notice Vincent, one of our regulars, making a beeline for her. His eager expression tells me exactly what he's about to do.

"Hey, Ashley," Vincent greets her, his voice filled with enthusiasm. "You're looking great today."

Ashley’s smile falters for a moment, but she quickly recovers, nodding politely. "Thanks, Vincent. How can I help you?"

Vincent leans in closer, his gaze intense. "Listen, I was thinking... would you like to grab dinner with me sometime? I know this great place downtown."

My heart sinks. My boss has politely declined Vincent’s advances before, but he seems undeterred by her rejections.

"I...um, Vincent, I appreciate the offer, but I'm really busy with work and—"

I step in before Ashley has to endure any further discomfort. "Hey, Ashley! Sorry to interrupt, but we've got that yoga session scheduled in five, remember?"

Ashley’s relief is palpable as she seizes the lifeline I've thrown her. "Oh, right, Mike! Thanks for reminding me. I have to get ready.” She flashes me a grateful smile before heading toward her office.

Turning to Vincent, I offer him a friendly smile. "Hey, Vincent, how about we work on those squats you've been struggling with? I've got some killer tips that might help you out."

Vincent hesitates for a moment, torn between his persistence and the opportunity to improve his workout. Eventually, he nods in agreement. "Sure, Mike. That sounds great."

As the gym begins to empty, I grab a mop and bucket, starting on the floors. It's quiet now, just the sound of my own breathing and the slosh of water. I'm lost in thought when Ashley reappears, her workout gear highlighting every curve of her body.

"Hey," she says softly, breaking the silence. "Thanks for earlier, with Vincent."

"No problem," I reply, my gaze lingering a moment too long on her figure before I force myself to look up. "You shouldn't have to deal with that."

"Occupational hazard," she sighs, leaning against a weight rack. "But it's nice to know someone's got my back."

"Anytime," I say, and there's more truth in that word than I care to admit.

She steps closer, and my pulse races. "You're always the last to leave, Mike. You don't have to stay so late."

"Part of the job." I shrug, but really, I'd do anything to make this place run smoother for her.

Ashley lingers and we talk about routines, schedules, and the small victories of our clients. As I listen to her speak, my eyes study her figure, the way her workout outfit hugs every curve and accentuates her toned muscles. The faint scent of her perfume fills my nostrils, mixing with the sweat and musk of the gym. It's enticing and alluring, making it hard for me to concentrate on her words.

"Goodnight, Mike," she says eventually, heading back to her office.

"Actually, Ashley?" I call out before she's gone. My voice is steadier than I feel.

She turns, eyebrows raised in question.

"Can we talk for a sec?" It's now or never.

"Sure, Mike." She walks back, concern creasing her brow.

I take a deep breath. "It's about my hours here."

"Is everything okay?" She leans against a treadmill, all attention on me.

"Sort of. Financially, things are tight. My dad... he cut me off because I won't major in finance."

"Mike..." Her voice is soft, full of empathy.

"Did you always know what you wanted to do?" I ask, seeking connection, advice, any lifeline.

"Actually, no," she confides, crossing her arms. "My family's rich. Dad wanted me to be a doctor. I was premed once, but it wasn't for me. I switched to exercise science. Wanted to help people heal, maybe become a physical therapist."

"Your dad supported that?" I'm hopeful, desperate for a similar story.

"He cut me off, just like yours did." Her eyes meet mine, and there's an understanding there that bridges the distance between us.

"Wow. So you get it." Relief washes over me. "How'd you manage?"

"Hard work. Belief in my dream." She gestures around the gym. "This was my impossible idea. And yet, here we are."

"Yup. You did it." I admire her more with every shared secret.

A smile spreads across her beautiful face. “I guess. Even though I don’t know how long it’ll last and it's still tough sometimes."

"Could I... maybe get some more hours? Or anything extra to do here?" I ask, hopeful.

She pauses for a second. "Mike, you're one of the best trainers we have. I can't pay you more right now, but I'm working on getting a loan to expand the gym. In fact, I’ll meet with a loan officer soon. If it pans out, I’ll start those fitness and training programs that I’ve been planning to have and I'll need you for more hours. Promise." Her smile is encouraging.

"Thanks, Ashley." Gratitude fills me. "For being so understanding."

"Follow your dreams, Mike. Not someone else's." She squeezes my shoulder before letting go.

"Will do." I watch her leave again, feeling the warmth of her touch  rippling through my body.

The engine hums beneath me and street lights blur past as I drive home. The conversation with Ashley plays on repeat in my mind. Her strength and her belief in chasing dreams are infectious. I’m more determined than ever not to yield to my dad’s unreasonable demand.

But reality is a persistent nag. My bank account doesn't care about dreams. Rent's due. Dad's not budging. And my pride won't let me ask Mom for help.

I pull into the apartment complex, the familiar sight doing nothing to ease the tightness in my chest. It's late; most windows are dark. Everyone's settled but me. My life's up in the air, and I'm scrambling for a grip.

In the quiet of my car, before stepping out into the chill of the night, I remember the ad from lunch. Sperm donor. Good pay. Not a career move, but it's money. Real money. No strings of disappointment attached.

I’ve debated this before. Morals versus practicality. Yet here I am, considering it again. Desperate times.

I turn off the ignition. The car's hum dies down, leaving me with the weight of decision. It feels wrong, but what choice do I have?

"Dammit," I mutter, staring at the steering wheel. My phone sits heavy in my pocket, a reminder of the looming decision.

I grab it, thumb hovering over the screen. A deep breath. Then I tap open the browser, searching for the ad once more.

"Okay," I whisper to myself as the page loads. It’s just an application. Just a possibility. Doesn't mean I'll go through with it. But I need options. And right now, this one’s knocking the loudest.

I hit the 'contact us' button, my heart racing. It's done. The message sent into the void of the internet, echoing back the uncertainty of my situation.

I step out of the car, the cool air biting at my skin. My mind races ahead, imagining what comes next. But for now, there's only the walk up to my apartment, each step heavy with the new path I might be taking.
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