

Love Without Limits

(Part 12)

A Slice of Life Harem Fantasy

By Andrea Martin and Lena White

This book is copyright © 2026 by Andrea Martin and Lena White. All rights reserved

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Cover by Allyson White

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

~ Ian ~

I think of myself as a simple man.

I have few needs in life except to do as much good as I can.

every time I think I’m finished, something new arrives in my life.

Like her.

From the moment we meet, I feel that desperate urge to do the right thing.

No matter what.

~ Sadie ~

My family thinks Harper is "renting a room."

I always knew that was a lie; I just didn't expect the truth to be this.

I came here to check on my cousin and drag her back to reality if I had to.

Instead, I found a man who makes reality look small.

I just did the safe thing once already, and it cost me everything.

Maybe it's time I stopped being so careful.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~


Love Without Limits

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]


Other books by Andrea Martin and Lena White

[image: ]

Secrets ~ Delusion ~ Dilemma ~ Innocent ~ Limits

Click here to go to Andrea Martin’s Author Page

Click here to go to Lena White’s Author Page


Table of Contents

1

2

3

4

5

6

Epilogue


1

~ Ian ~

I heard it said somewhere that waking up in the arms of a lover can extend your life by several weeks, if not months. If that’s true, I’m going to live forever.

It’s still early in the morning and the house is shrouded in a layer of stillness. It’s the calm before the storm, when I’m the only one awake. Moments like this are precious to me. Not because it’s quiet, but because I have a short window in which to reflect on how lucky, grateful, and thrilled I am to be blessed like this. Most men will be fortunate to spend their lives with one woman they love more than anyone else. I share my home, my bed, and my heart with eleven wonderful women.

So I lay in bed for a while, enjoying the peace and serenity of these pre-work hours, the quietness before the flurry of activity that will inevitably consume the house as my lovers wake and go about their mornings. As always, I’m not alone. Last night, I went to bed with Gina, Jada, and Lilian, the newest member of our home. The three young women make for wonderful companions and energetic lovers. Lilian, in particular, approaches the task of lovemaking as if she’s trying to prove herself to the others, even though nobody has ever made any comments on the subject. I like to chalk it up to her job as a gym owner and personal trainer, both of which grant Lilian a seemingly endless well of stamina that has brought every last one of us an amazing amount of joy.

Jada’s arm is draped over my chest, rising and falling as I breathe. She’s nuzzled up close to me on one side, while Gina and Lilian are on my other side, fast asleep in a gentle embrace. It always warms my heart to see my lovers forming deep, intimate bonds like this, as if the universe is rewarding me for bringing these wonderful women together under a single roof. I gaze at Jada for several long minutes, admiring the beauty of her face and the sensual swell of her lips and the stunningly erotic contrast of her dark skin on my pale body. Any minute now, I know that her smartwatch is going to buzz on her wrist and start the day, but until that moment dawns, I’m more than content to indulge in the warmth and comfort of their bodies.

I count to thirty in my head. Then I move closer and give Jada’s lips a long, slow, gentle kiss. She stirs, responding to my touch. Jada kisses me back as she wakes. Her hand drifts upward until she cradles my cheek.

“Good morning, lover,” she says, her sleepy eyes opening like deep, dark portals to another world.

“Morning, Jada.” I hold her close. “Your alarm will go off in a few minutes. I hope you don’t mind me waking you like this?”

“Not at all.” Her smile warms my heart. “I seem to recall falling asleep in a similar fashion.”

She kisses me again and hits a button on her watch to cancel the forthcoming alarm. Neither one of us is in a hurry to end this warm embrace and begin the day.

“Would you like a coffee?” I say. “I was going to get the pot ready.”

“Yes, but later. Right now, I want a shower.” She gives me a particular look that causes heat to spread through my belly. “A shower and some company.”

“Understood.”

We slip out of bed, leaving our lovers sleeping peacefully, and stroll across to the bathroom together. Jada turns on the shower and pulls me under the warm running water with her.

By the time we finish showering - among other things - the house is buzzing with activity. The girls are awake and rushing through the house, grabbing bags, sipping coffees, and tucking into various pastries courtesy of our star barker, Gina. everyone greets me with wide smiles and a kiss on the cheek. I throw on some clothes and head down to the kitchen to enjoy my place in this whirlwind of minor chaos. Val is already there and hands me a fresh cup of coffee.

“There you are. I was afraid I’d be sampling Gina’s latest concoction by myself.”

I take a deep breath of steam, letting the aroma fill my nose. It’s strong. I look at Val and ask, “Smells good, which one is this?”

“Mexican, with a hint of vanilla. Gina said it’s her most popular coffee at the bakery. Flying off the shelves, apparently. How did you sleep?”

“Like a log - when I finally got to sleep, that is.”

We exchange knowing smiles and sit at the kitchen table together, side by side. Val rests her hand on top of mine. We sit back and watch the whirlwind of activity unfold. First, Gina leaves the house, giving us both a parting kiss, followed by Jada, now dressed in her business suit. Right after that, Lilian grabs some protein bars from a cupboard, kisses Val and me, and rushes off to her gym.

Up next are Aubry and Jamie, hand in hand, the closest thing this house has to something like an official couple. They kiss us farewell and head out the door, laughing at some private joke together.

Teri is the next to descend the stairs, dressed and ready for her day as a private cleaner. Some might not think her chosen profession is particularly glamorous, but Teri would disagree. She makes it look good. She takes a coffee from Val and consults her notepad for today's clients and their addresses.

“Got a busy schedule today,” Teri says, sipping her coffee. “But I should be done in time for the workout session with Lilian.”

“I hope so,” Val says, with a sly grin. “You know how much she loves making you sweat.”

Teri meets her gaze. All of us are sharing the same thought, and nobody needs to say anything out loud. Teri closes her notepad, drains the cup, and says, “I’ll be there.”

We give her a tender kiss goodbye, and she leaves the house. There is a brief spell of quiet, during which Val and I gaze through the window at the beautiful backyard. She says, “I’ll be picking up a couple of plants today; there’s a special at the store. They’ll look beautiful next to the lavender.”

“Anything you need, my love.”

She squeezes my hand, flushing at those words like a teenager with a crush. Our brief silence is broken by fresh footfalls on the stairs. Rene swaggers into the kitchen. She’s still clad in her pajamas, yet she could easily be ready to take the catwalk in Milan. I have no idea how she does it. Rene slumps into a chair and I pour her a coffee.

“You’re up early,” I say. “Something going on?”

Rene wrinkles her lips. “I was going to sleep in, but Harper’s phone started ringing at some ungodly hour…”

“It’s seven-thirty,” Val says, chuckling to herself.

“Ungodly. Anyway, it woke me up and then Courtney wanted to play her guitar. No rest for the wicked.” Her smile twists into a provocative smile. “Well, they don’t come much wickeder, right?”

Sure enough, Courtney descends, guitar case strapped around her body. She blows us kisses and heads out to the studio for another day of cutting her first professional demo. I can’t wait to hear it.

Then, finally, Lorna and Harper join us in the kitchen, both clutching overstuffed book bags and ready for another day of college. But there’s something off this morning. While Lorna has her cheery smile and bright eyes, Harper is unusually withdrawn, wearing a concerned expression.

“What’s wrong, Harper?” Val says, picking up on the same vibes as me.

“I, uh… I got a phone call this morning.” Her eyes meet mine and I see real worry in her vibrant, youthful face. I haven’t seen such a look since before she moved in, when she still lived with her ghastly harridan of an Aunt.

“A bad call?” I say, thinking of that wicked old woman. I thought she was out of our lives. “About what?”

“I don’t know. It was my cousin. She wants to see me.”

~ Sadie ~

I pull up to the address Harper gave me, and the first thing that hits me is how different the place is than I expected. I’m not sure why, but I had images in my head of a dilapidated hovel, with broken windows and weeds growing up through cracks in the sidewalk. I have no idea why I assumed Harper was living in poverty; I just did.

But the house I’m looking at is the biggest, nicest house on a good street in an upscale neighborhood. The lawn and gardens are immaculately maintained, almost to parody, with big trees framing the gargantuan house perfectly. The only thing missing is the white picket fence.

I turn off the engine of my rental and climb out, steeling myself for what I expected to be a difficult conversation, if not a downright confrontation. I’ve had my share of those in my work; I’m a director at a mid-sized communications firm in Chicago, so tough talks are nothing new. But something about personal issues, as opposed to career-based encounters, sets me on edge. I don’t know Harper at all, but that hardly matters. My father sent me on this excursion to see what was going on with his niece, so here I am – standing in the middle of the street, looking up at the den of inequity that apparently claimed a cousin I didn’t know I had, to do who-knows-what.

Sometimes, family is not worth the aggravation.

I approach the front steps and take a deep breath. With any luck, this won’t take long – just enough time to get a sense of what Harper has gotten herself into so I can hightail it back to Chicago on the evening flight. The last thing I want to do is spend more time than is necessary in Michigan.

I climb the steps to the massive front door and press the button to ring the doorbell. I listen for it, hoping I don’t have to ruin my manicure by banging on the door, but I hear the chimes behind the door and then footsteps approaching on a wooden floor. The house looks ancient – I’m sure it’s worth a pretty penny, but it’s not my cup of tea – so I straighten my jacket out of habit and brace myself for whatever it is that I’m about to endure.

“Hello?” a woman asks as she pulls the door open. “Can I help you?”

“I’m looking for Harper Shaw,” I tell the woman, and I use the term loosely. She looks to be about Harper’s age, who, my father informed me, was somewhere in her early twenties, as far as he knew. So much for keeping family close.

“Oh, okay,” the girl says, brightening a touch. “Can I tell her who’s calling?”

“My name is Sadie Shaw and I just spoke with her not more than twenty minutes ago, so don’t try to tell me she’s not here.”

“Oh, she’s here,” the girl says cheerfully, ignoring my slight dig. “Come on in.” She pulls the door fully open to let me in. “We’re all in the kitchen, as usual.” She calls back to me as we wind our way into the house, “I’m Lorna, by the way.”

We? I think to myself. “How many women live here?” I ask, hoping against hope that it is all women living with Harper. I have no idea, really.

“Well, it always depends on who’s here, but at the moment, I think five of us are home right now?” she says with that annoying lilt at the end of the sentence that turns everything into a question. I frown, but she doesn’t notice, or even register my disapproval.

I follow her through the house that is even more impressive inside than out, which is saying something. Again, antiques are not my jam, but I know a good piece when I see one, and this place is stuffed with great ones. Almost to a fault, but who am I to judge? The overstuffed furniture is overstuffed in the too-small rooms, just like the walls are overcrowded with artwork that is, to be as charitable as I can be, eclectic. Modern photos are hung side by side with mid-19th-century oils and late-20th-century reproductions of pieces that even I recognize, and I’m not a connoisseur of that god-forsaken era.

“Hey, everyone,” the girl announces before I’ve turned the corner into what must be the kitchen. “This is Sadie Shaw. She’s looking for Harper.”

“Harper just went upstairs,” the older and only man sitting at the table says as he stands to greet me. “I’m Ian.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” I tell him, but I’m rather appalled at his age. He’s got to be in his fifties and all the women sitting at the table look much younger. “Can you let her know I’m here?”

“She just went upstairs to change,” he says. “She’ll be down in a moment. Can we offer you some coffee or tea?”

“No, thank you,” I tell him as I look at the other women, all still seated around the table. I’m not going to remember their names, but I should at least be told what they are, so I shoot the guy a look, and he picks up on it.

“Oh, yes,” he stumbles but recovers quickly. “This is Lorna, Val, and Rene.”

“Nice to meet you, Sadie,” they all say almost in unison, which seems a little cult-like. The whole situation is striking me as some sort of cult, with an older male guru and younger female acolytes. But I’m here to see Harper, so I hold my tongue.

“What brings you to Ann Arbor?” Ian asks innocently enough, but I’m sure he’s great at coming off all rainbows and unicorns when the situation calls for it. Then the lights go out, the doors get locked, and…

“I’m here to talk to Harper,” I tell him without elaborating. He looks as if he’s about to press me for more information when we hear someone coming down the stairs, wherever they are. They don’t sound like the same stairs I passed coming into the kitchen with Lorna, and when a door opens, a young girl I recognize as my cousin comes through it, having descended a hidden staircase just off the kitchen. This place just keeps getting weirder and weirder.

“Sadie?” she asks, and I nod. “What are you doing here?”

“As I said on the phone, your Uncle Steve asked me to come see about your situation,” I tell her. I try not to sound too judgmental, but I’m sure I’m not pulling it off. “Is there someplace we can go to talk?”

“I think we’ve got someplace to be,” Lorna says as she stands up and motions to the blonde, Rene, I think. “Don’t we?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” she says with a sly grin that annoys me no end. I turn back to Harper and cock an eyebrow. She almost melts under my gaze.

“You can talk here,” Ian says with authority. “We’ve got nothing to hide.”

“Is that so?” I ask him before I turn back to Harper. “What’s going on here?”

“Nothing,” she says so defensively I almost laugh at her. But there’s nothing funny about this situation. I’m beginning to see why Dad had me fly out here. “This is where I live,” she adds.

“I get that, but what’s going on with…them?” I motion at the group still sitting at the table, which I find astonishing. “Are you here voluntarily?”

“Of course,” she says, finally rising to the occasion. “I’m a grown woman, Sadie. I’m not a child anymore.”

“I’m confused,” the guy, Ian, says unhelpfully. “Are you related to the awful woman Harper was staying with when I met her?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I snap at him, and he raises his hands in mock-surrender. “And I still think we should be having this conversation privately, Harper. I want to hear it from you while he’s not in the room that you’re here of your own accord.”

“Jesus,” the blonde mutters. “What is your problem, lady?”

“My problem is that I want to make sure Harper isn’t being held against her will, or worse, that she’s been brainwashed, but I don’t think any of you are in a position to make that call.” I glare at Ian. “What kind of monster are you, anyway?”

He’s still standing behind the table, staring at me as if I just sprouted another head, but he’s not jumping to deny my accusations. I turn back to Harper. “Get your things; we’re leaving.”

“Now hold on…” he starts, and I almost bite his head off.

“Do I need to call the authorities, asshole? I’m sure you don’t want them looking into whatever it is you’ve got going on here.”

“Dear, sit down,” the other woman sitting at the table says to me in a too-calm voice. “You’ve jumped to a whole raft of conclusions that are completely unwarranted, and we’ll be glad to explain to you exactly what’s going on here, but first you need to sit down!”


2

~ Ian ~

Sadie looks around at us all, one by one, with a flicker of real anger in her eyes. Nobody makes a move until Lorna pulls out a chair and gestures to our newcomer.

“Have a seat. Are you hungry? We have plenty of pastries.” Lorna sounds polite, but I know her well enough to detect the slight edge in her voice.

“No.” Sadie shakes her head. “I’ve had an early-morning flight, I have a bunch of things to do at work, and I don’t have time to waste dealing with… whatever this is.”

She gestures her hand toward all of us at the table. I’m still on my feet, wondering why in the world this total stranger has strolled into my house and decided that we’re a bunch of crooks. Val folds her arms and says, “This is a family.”

Sadie’s nose wrinkles at the thought. “Oh, it’s like that.”

“Like what?” Val stiffens beside me.

Sadie doesn’t reply, but her face says everything. She turns her attention to Harper and says, “So, who are all these people? Your roommates?”

Harper blushes and looks down at the floor. Lorna moves to stand beside Harper and takes the younger woman’s hand with a reassuring squeeze of support. That gives Harper the strength to meet Sadie’s eyes. Her voice trembles, but she manages to speak. “Yes, I live here. Yes, we all live together. It’s our home.”

Sadie jabs a thumb at me. “And who’s this guy? Your landlord? Or is he just here to fix the plumbing?”

Her abrasive attitude is beginning to rub me the wrong way. The last thing I need in my home - or my life, for that matter - is discord like this. I say, “Hey, Sadie, are you sure you don’t want tea or a coffee? Might be easier to sit down and talk things through. I own the house, and Harper lives here. Maybe a herbal tea? Caffeine is probably not what you need.”

Sadie purses her lips and bobs her head once - a short, sharp nod - as if I’ve just confirmed everything she thought. “Right, landlord. Okay, got it.”

Harper says, “Why are you here?” Her voice is so small and timid that I almost don’t hear it. We turn our attention to her and she says again, louder, but still lacking confidence, “Why are you here?”

“Like I said, your Uncle Steve, my dad, called. Nobody’s heard from you in months. Aunt Karen said you took off in a rush and she didn’t know where you were. Something about shacking up with an older man.”

Sadie throws a furious glance in my direction at that part. I bristle at the accusation, but Val puts a hand on my thigh.

“So, here I am.” Sadie shrugs. “Taking a day out of my busy life to race over here and make sure my little cousin is alive and well.”

“You didn’t care when I lived with Aunt Karen.” Harper looks at the floor, frustration in her voice. “Nobody checked on me then. Now I’m happy, you want to drag me away?”

“Happy?” Sadie cocks an eyebrow. She looks around the room at the rest of us, one by one. Lorna, still holding Harper’s hand. Rene, leaning back in her chair as if watching a soap opera. Val and I, sitting side by side, holding court in the kitchen. “Fine. I’ll bite. Nobody’s heard from you in months. The family was worried. Now, tell me, what are you doing with yourself these days? Do you have a job? Are you working?”

Harper shakes her head. “No, I’m enrolled at the local college.”

Sadie blinks. “No one said anything about college. Are you on a scholarship or anything? How can you afford that?”

Harper’s bottom lip trembles. She’s stammering and sputtering now, unable to find the words. The poor girl doesn’t like confrontation at the best of times, and being cornered in the kitchen by an apparently furious cousin isn’t what she wants first thing in the morning. Lorna keeps hold of her hand.

I try to step in again and smooth things over. “I’m paying for Harper’s college. And that’s the end of it. She lives here. She goes to college. She’s working hard.”

Sadie turns those sharp eyes on me. I feel like a lab specimen under a microscope, as if she’s combing through every detail of my being for answers. It’s starting to feel like I do anything to appease this woman.

Val interjects, raising both hands and tapping the air as if trying to simmer down this situation. “It seems that we’re all getting off on the wrong foot, although I’m not quite sure why. Harper lives here in the house. We all live here. Harper goes to college and, if you must know, she’s doing very well. She’s on track to get a pretty good degree at the end of it. And we’ve started thinking about where she’ll go next. There’s plenty of options locally for a smart young woman, but the world is her oyster. She could move to another city, or another country, if she likes.”

That seems to appease Sadie, but only a little. It’s like throwing water on a fire. You can see the momentary pause at the flames, but it doesn’t put them out fully.

Sadie eyes Val carefully. “And who are you, his wife?”

Val chuckles with a hint of colour touching her cheeks. She says, “Goodness, no. No, I’ve done that once. I’m not doing that again. I live here too. I suppose you could call me Harper’s roommate.”

Rene snorts into her coffee. She opens her mouth but catches my eye. I shake my head and she stays quiet. Rene is a very talented woman, but conflict resolution is not one of her stronger suits.

Thankfully, Sadie doesn’t notice this little interaction. She’s still standing at the head of the kitchen table, processing everything. She folds her arms and turns that fierce gaze toward me once more. “And you?”

“Me?”

“You own the house, right? Does that mean you also live here, or do you rent the place out?”

“I live here.” I keep my gaze level and controlled. This woman will not get any deeper under my skin. “We live here. Together.”

The more she hears, the less convinced she seems to be. She turns her eyes on Rene next and says, “I suppose that includes you.”

Rene shrugs. “Of course. It’s as good a place as any, probably better, in fact.”

And Sadie turns to Lorna, who answers without needing to be asked. “Yep, I live here too, and I go to college with Harper, and we’re actually running a little late now, so if you could-”

Sadie holds out her hand, cutting Lorna off. “What, so, this guy, he has this house and lets a bunch of students live here?”

She glances at Val as she says that, but only receives a shake of the head in reply. Val says, “I’m not a student, my dear. I look after the gardens mostly. In this house, and the house next door.”

“Why the house next door?”

“Well, that’s technically still my house, although I spend most of my time here. I like it here. We have a lovely home.”

Val’s outward calmness and civil tone goes a long way to quelling Storm Sadie. Our visitor chews the inside of her cheek, surveying us for a few long seconds before she speaks again.

“So what is this, then? An Airbnb? A hostel?”

The question that makes Rene snigger. I shoot her a look. She smirks into her cup of coffee.

I gesture toward the empty chair and say, “Sadie, we seem to have got off to a bad start here, somehow. Maybe it’s best to start from the beginning. I own this house, yes. Everyone here lives with me. Nothing strange or untoward about it, that’s simply how it happened. I have rooms and they needed a bed. That’s it, that’s as far as it goes.”

There is a lot that I’m leaving unsaid. Something tells me that this is not the time or place to bring up the other half of our unconventional living arrangements - namely that we share our lives, hearts, and beds whenever the mood takes us. I have the strangest feeling that Sadie’s head might explode if I brought up the fact that Harper climbs into bed with me and several others on at least three occasions every week. Or that Harper has slept with everybody around this table, multiple times. Or that Harper is one of the most enthusiastic, engaging, and eager lovers I have ever had the pleasure to know.

Sadie looks at me with piercing eyes. “I’ll be the judge of what’s wrong. I was asked to come and make sure Harper is safe and, frankly, this seems more like a hostage situation than a home.”

Harper’s jaw drops. Her reply is more like a petulant squeak than a rebuttal. “No, it’s not like that at all! I’m here because I want to be. I like it here. I love it here!”

Lorna squeezes Harper’s hand again. She says, “We need to go now, we’re going to be late for class.”

Sadie says, “Fine, I’m driving. My rental is outside. That way we can have a nice talk. Just the three of us, away from… others.”

The thought of being stuck in a car with such an aggressive, assertive woman makes Harper’s eyes go wide in fright. She looks at me, begging for a way out.

I say, “Fine, if they want you to give them a ride, you can. But after you drop them off, there’s a cafe around the corner next to campus. I’ll wait for you there. You can ask me any questions you want.”

Sadie sizes me up for a moment. “Fine. I’ll talk to Harper, then I’ll talk to you.” She checks her watch. “We’ll be back in Chicago this evening. Go, go.” She jangles her car keys and motions for Lorna and Harper to start walking.

Lorna juts out her chin and keeps her fingers laced through Harper’s as they walk down the hall. She calls back, “Bye guys, we’ll see you later, love you.”

Rene and Val both say, “Love you too, girls.”

But I, for once, remain quiet, not wanting to antagonize Sadie any more than she already is. We hear footsteps retreat down the hall and the front door closes.

Rene rolls her eyes and says, “My goodness, what a treat. Just what we need first thing in the morning.”

Val says, “What’s that woman’s problem?”

I put my hand on top of hers and offer a smile. “I don’t know, but all I can do is talk to her. She’s a family member of Harper’s and she’s worried. The least we can do is reassure her that everything’s okay. I’m sure that she’ll be fine once she sees that Harper is happy here.”

Rene raises one perfectly arched eyebrow. ‘“And if she isn’t?”

To that, I have no answer.

~ Sadie ~

“I want to hear it from your lips, Harper,” I tell her as I pull away from the house. “Tell me that you’re not being held against your will back there.”

“I’m not, Sadie,” she almost whines, which makes my teeth hurt. “I swear.”

“It’s not like that,” Lorna chimes in from the back seat. “We’re not some sort of cult, if that’s what you’re thinking. Ian is the nicest man any of us have ever met.”

I turn to look at her over my shoulder. “Isn’t that what everyone in any cult that ever existed would say? It’s such a cliché, it’s almost comical, if it wasn’t so tragic.”

“What’s so tragic about it?” Lorna asks. “Harper was miserable with that aunt of hers, and Ian rescued her.”

“I’ll bet he did,” I reply. “How many of you has he rescued, anyway? How many troubled young things live in that place?”

“There’s eleven of us all totaled, but not everyone lives at the house,” Harper says.

“And you don’t find that the least bit troubling, or unusual at the very least? What man needs almost a dozen women to keep his deviant needs satisfied unless he’s a complete sociopath, or worse, a predator?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Lorna almost shouts from behind me. “Ian is the most generous, honest man I’ve ever known. And I’ve been there from the beginning, so I know everyone's story and how they came to be part of our family.”

"That's another thing," I shoot back, trying to control myself and failing miserably. My hands tighten on the wheel at a red light I didn't need to stop quite so hard for. "In what universe is a middle-aged man and almost a dozen much younger women living together any kind of family? It's the textbook definition of a cult, if you ask me.”

“Well, who asked you?” Harper almost shouts. “I didn’t ask anyone from my so-called family to come rescue me. Where were you last year when Aunt Karen was being a complete bitch about me living with her after Daddy died?”

That brings me up short. The light turns green and I sit there a beat too long before the car behind me taps its horn. “I’m sorry about that, Harper, and I really don’t know why my father didn’t say something at the time. I had no clue things were as bad as they were, or I would have done something. But I can’t ignore all the alarm bells going off in my head right now about your current situation, I just can’t.”

“Look,” Lorna says, “why don’t you stay a few days and see what we’re really about. We’ve got nothing to hide.”

“Yes,” Harper agrees. “Then you can tell your father that I’m fine.”

I sigh as I pull into the college parking lot, a wide lot ringed with maples just starting to turn, students crossing in loose clusters with backpacks and coffee cups. It looks like every other campus I've ever seen, which is somehow also unsettling, as if the ordinariness of it is supposed to make me feel better, but it doesn't. “I can’t stay, Harper. I’ve got a life back in Chicago.”

“Can you at least stay the night? Do you have to fly back so soon?”

Lorna adds, “Doesn’t the fact that she wants you to stick around say something, Sadie?”

I glance back at her. “Maybe you’re trying to recruit me. Classic cult behavior.”

“What can I say to convince you?” Harper whines again. “I’m here because I want to be here. I’ve never been happier in my life.”

“You know,” Lorna says, “Ian made us partners financially. We own the house with him, and we have this trust fund…”

“Say what?” I can’t believe my ears. “He told you he put you on the title?”

“He did more than tell us, he showed us. His lawyer did.”

“How do you know this lawyer isn't an actor he paid to play the part?” Did you check the records at the county?”

“No, but I could,” Lorna says softly. “I didn’t think I had to. We’ve all got access to the money and–”

“You’ve got access to some money, Lorna. You don’t know where the money really is or whether it’s yours or not.” I roll my eyes. “I’ve heard of these kinds of scams a million times. That’s how they reel you in, by letting you think you’re in control, while all the time they’re just making them dependent on you and their money.”

“To what end, Sadie? What’s in it for Ian? He’s been nothing but generous with us.”

“Is he sleeping with you?” I look hard at Harper. “Is he?”

“Yes,” she whispers. “But it’s my choice. He doesn’t make me do anything I don’t want to do.”

“But you are sleeping with him,” I tell her as gently as I can. “Don’t you find it the least bit creepy that some guy, more than twice your age…” I can’t finish the sentence.

“You didn’t answer my question, Sadie,” Lorna says. “What’s his goal in all this? He’s already rich. He doesn’t need any more money. He bought that house for cash and has plenty left over. What’s he doing all this for? I mean, other than what he says, because he loves us.”

“He loves all of you?” I ask, knowing what they’re going to say.

“Yes, he does love us, Sadie,” Harper says as tears flow freely. “Why can’t you believe that?”

I put my hand on her shoulder and she loses it, sobbing and blubbering like a child. “I’m sorry, Harper, I really am. I’m just trying to protect you.”

“From what?” she suddenly shouts at me. “How am I being harmed? I don’t see it.”

“We’re really happy, Sadie,” Lorna adds as she reaches over the seat to stroke Harper’s shoulder. “But we really need to get to class now.”

Harper wipes her eyes and looks at me. “Please stay, just overnight.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I tell her. They climb out of the car and walk away, blending into the throng of students heading for classes in the morning sunshine. Harper looks back once before the doors swallow her, and Lorna doesn't look back at all, already talking, already laughing at something, as if the last ten minutes never happened. It's hard to believe anything can be wrong with such an idyllic setting, but a voice in the back of my head won't leave it alone. Therefore, I can't leave it alone, either. 

I call my office.

“Darlene, I want you to look up everything you can find on a guy named Ian. I don’t have a last name but I have the address. Check him out; everything you can find, and send it to me.”

“Are you still coming back tonight?” she asks.

“Yes, absolutely.”

I close the call and pull out of the parking lot, looking for the coffee shop where I’m supposed to meet him. It’s right around the corner as promised so I find parking and exit the vehicle. I see Ian through the shop window and am relieved to see that the place is crowded. I’ve got no reason to believe I’m in any danger from this man, but I take solace in the notion that he’ll be less inclined to kill me if we’re in a crowded, public space.

I’m kidding.

Mostly.

“Hello, Ian,” I say as I walk up to his table. He stands, ever the gentleman, and we shake hands for the first time.

“Thanks for meeting me,” he says and offers to go to the counter to get me something, but I wave him off. “I appreciate your concerns about Harper, but I can assure you, she’s good.”

“I’m sure,” I tell him as I settle into my chair. Whether he picks up on my sarcasm, I can’t tell. But I don’t care much, either.

“What can I say that will reassure you about her situation?”

“I’ll be honest with you, Ian. I don’t think there’s much you can say. The situation looks awful from the outside looking in, if you can be honest with yourself and look at this from my perspective. How would you react if you were in my shoes?”

“You make an excellent point, Sadie,” he tells me with a serious look. “But it’s not what it looks like.”

I stare at him for a long moment, taking in the calm of his face, the total absence of defensiveness in it, and I decide that either this man is the most convincing liar I've ever sat across from or he genuinely doesn't understand why I'm here at all. Neither possibility puts me at ease.  “Okay, then. Tell me what it is, really, Ian. I’m all ears.”
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~ Ian ~

I’ve done this dance before, but this time it feels different. Every now and then, someone enters the picture who has a preconceived notion of me, my lovers, my home, and nothing I say will make a shred of difference to her. Sadie made up her mind as soon as she walked through the door of my home. Maybe she even formed an opinion the moment she was asked to come out here.

Before I speak, I take stock of what I know so far. The facts. Sadie is a cousin to Harper, perhaps distant, perhaps estranged. Certainly not close enough that her name has ever been brought up at home. I know that she’s from Chicago. Judging from her dress, she’s some kind of corporate professional - high enough up the food chain that she can take a personal day on short notice, but not so high that her company will grind to a halt while she’s away. She has a nice watch on her wrist and can’t resist glancing at it every few minutes, but I doubt Sadie is even aware that she’s doing it. I know that she obviously cares about Harper, enough to hop on a plane in the early hours, at least. But not enough to step in when Harper actually needs it.

I take a moment and sip my coffee. It’s a good blend. Not on the same level as the stuff Gina brews, but it will do. Then I speak.

“I’ll tell you exactly what it is. You don’t have to believe me, and you probably won’t. It’s my life and it’s the truth. The story won’t change.”

She laces her fingers together on the table. I can imagine her sitting in some nondescript, white-walled conference room back in Chicago, sitting in that pose with the same neutral, attentive look on her face. Maybe she’s some kind of contract specialist.

“My name is Ian Chandler. You’ve probably already tried to look me up, so that surname might help you pin me down.”

Her eyes glance at the phone resting face up on the table beside her laced fingers. I force myself not to smile. If there’s one thing I know, it’s the mind of a corporate professional.

“I own a house. A big house. I moved back here from San Francisco, bought the place outright, and settled down.”

“Why here?” Her sharp eyes tell me that she’s logging all the finer details away in the back of her mind. There’s a mental notepad furiously scribbling down everything I say.

“Used to be a math professor here at the college. The same college Lorna and Harper now attend. This is all just the background, you understand. I’m telling you these things because this is what your fact checker will confirm with you later. I was a bigshot tech guy in my old life. But things changed.”

“What things?”

“I lost my wife. Illness.”

A flicker of shame crosses her bright eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“So was I. That’s what made me move back here. Anyway, that’s not what you want to know, is it? You want to know how I wound up living in a house with several women, don’t you?”

She purses those lips. It’s easy to imagine myself sitting across from her in that conference room, hammering out the finer points of an agreement. A younger man would likely find himself swept up by her looks - sharp eyes, soft mouth, attractive figure. An older man would underestimate her as a gorgeous young woman. Either way, Sadie has the advantage.

I say, “It happened naturally, one at a time. I did not seek it out. I did not insist on it. You won’t believe that, but it’s the truth.”

Sadie’s expression does not change, but I see a flicker in her eyes that tells me I’m right. She says, “Lorna said she was the first of your… girls. Recruits. Whatever.”

“Correct.” I nod. “The craziest coincidence of my entire life. She used to be a student of mine, back when I taught math, can you believe that?”

Now, finally, there’s a hint of surprise in that impenetrable expression. I press on.

“And then, one day, ten years later, I’m driving down a dirt road and there she is. As it turned out, things weren’t going well for her. All the bad things that made her drop out of my class… Well, I won’t go into it. If Lorna wants you to know the details, she’ll tell you. But I invited her to stay with me in one of the spare rooms and that was how it started. Are you sure you don’t want anything? I can spring for a coffee.”

“No, thank you. I don’t drink it. Makes me jittery.” Another glance at her watch. I feel a strange kinship with Sadie. Once upon a time, I lived and died by my watch. Time is money, as the saying goes. Everything was against the clock. Finish this, start on that, eat something, do the next thing, go to bed. A person’s entire life is dictated by two tiny hands spinning in an endless circle on their wrist. She purses her lips and says, “And you started sleeping with them. Once they moved in.”

“Eventually. Lorna tells the story better than I do, but she was practically throwing herself at me long before I decided to accept her advances. I’ve never told her this, but she healed me. When we met, I was in a similar place to her. Not financially and not physically, but spiritually. I was just as broken and empty as she was. If we hadn’t met on that dirt road, I would be sitting in a silent house, reading books, waiting to finally shuffle off this mortal coil. Dramatic, yes, but completely true. Is this what you were hoping to get from me, Sadie?”

Her expression has softened just a fraction. The hard lines around her mouth are fainter. The piercing glare in her eyes is less sharp.

“Tell me about Harper,” she says, cutting straight to business. “Obviously, you’ve slept with her, too.”

I remain silent because some things don’t need to be said aloud.

“She told me so.” Sadie raises her brow.

“In that case, there’s no point denying it.” I turn my hands over, palms up. “I ran into Harper one morning. She was putting up fliers in the rain. Soaked to the skin, no umbrella. Not even a coat. Her aunt made her do it. I stopped, gave her a ride and an umbrella.”

“And then what?” She snorts. “I don’t see Harper throwing herself at you for that.”

“She didn’t. I helped her out for several days, first. She still lived with that vile woman. Are you close to her Aunt Karen?”

Sadie’s nose wrinkles, telling me everything I need to know.

“So you understand. The moment I got Harper out from under that woman’s clutches, she completely changed. She used to be so shy, so timid. Now she’s attending college and earning an excellent degree. That woman is going to go places, believe me.”

“I don’t doubt it, she’s from a good family.” Sadie adjusts herself in the seat and for one moment, I glimpse a hint of pride. She changes tack. “Lorna is under the impression that she has some stake in the house.”

“Correct. They all do. Even Aubry, Jada, and Lilian, who don’t live with us full-time.”

“Bullshit.”

The word cracks in the air like a whip. I refuse to be shocked by it.

“Call it what you want,” I say, “it’s the truth. If you want to examine the paperwork, I’ll call Jada and get you a copy.”

“Why Jada?”

“She’s a lawyer.”

“A lawyer you’ve slept with.”

I get the sense that she’s trying to get under my skin. As it happens, I’ve got a lot of experience with intelligent young women who think they can upset me. I remain calm and finish the last of my coffee.

“I fail to see the relevance. She was a lawyer before she became a lover.” I put the empty cup down. Sadie opens her mouth to say something else, perhaps to try and needle me further, but I cut her off. “Look, Sadie, I am well aware of how it looks from the outside but, frankly, that doesn’t bother me. People will form whatever opinions they want, but unless they’ve seen it from within, unless they understand how everything works, those opinions are irrelevant. If you’re so worried about Harper, stick around and see how she does.”

“I intend to.”

“Great. We have dinner together every night. We’ll save you a plate. Would you like to stay in Harper’s room?”

She almost agrees upfront, then catches herself. “Maybe it’s best if I put myself up in a hotel for the night.”

“If you wish. And if you fly back to Chicago and you’re not convinced, then you can tell the rest of the family whatever the heck you want. Just know that the only person keeping Harper in my house is Harper herself. Everyone can come and go as they want.”

She drums her fingers on the table. “How many have left your home once they moved in?”

“So far? Nobody. Because they’re happy. Because they’re safe. Because they’re loved.”

Those keen eyes narrow. “There it is. You live with, what, eleven women and claim to love them all?”

I fix my gaze on hers. “Yes. Regardless of what you think about me, I’m not some kind of degenerate man-whore, Sadie. I love each and every one of them. And they love each other, too. We have no rules and no limitations on that.”

She falls silent for a moment. The coffee shop is a little emptier now, about half of the tables standing empty. Students and professionals alike flow in and out, grabbing a hit of caffeine or a bite to eat on the way to their next destination.

Her phone lights up and starts vibrating on the table. She immediately snaps her gaze toward it. I can’t read the name of the incoming caller from here, but I can guess why they’re ringing.

“Better answer that,” I say, unable to hide my smile. “I imagine they found out everything about me already.”

~ Sadie ~

“Yes?” I answer my phone. I’m never that abrupt with Darlene, my assistant, but I don’t want to let Ian know who I’m talking to, even though I’m sure he’s guessed - he told me as much.

“Sadie?” Darlene responds, almost as surprised at my short greeting as I was. “I’ve got what you wanted on Ian. His surname is Chandler, by the way. I just emailed everything I found to you, and it’s pretty much what he told you.”

I glance at Ian and he nods when I stand up to get a bit of privacy. “Hold on,” I tell Darlene as I raise a finger to Ian. He nods but doesn’t smile. Good thing - I’m not in the mood for even an implied “I told you so.”

“Did you find the title to his house?” I don’t need to know any of the details about his history. If Darlene says he didn’t misrepresent himself, I believe her. But I do want to know how many of his women he added to the deed of trust on his property. That’s the one piece of the puzzle that seems too outlandish to be true. Why would he do something so idiotic?

“I did, and it seems he was telling the truth there, too. He just added another name a little over a  month ago, a Ms. Lilian James to the title, which brings the total to, get this, an even dozen, including Mr. Chandler. I’m no real estate expert, but I’ve never seen so many people on the deed to one single family property.”

“And Harper is definitely on the deed?”

“She is.”

“Thanks, Darlene.”

“Are you still coming back tonight?”

“I’m not sure,” I tell her honestly. “This changes things, I think.”

“Tomorrow then? You’ve got the Morrison presentation the day after tomorrow, remember.”

“I know, Darlene, I know.” I chew my lip for a second. “Tell them I need another day to finish the research and push everything else on my schedule to next week.”

She takes a second to respond which is not like Darlene at all. Or maybe I’m reading something into her response that she didn’t intend. Either way, I know I’m skating on thin ice. I end the call and turn back to Ian, who is still sitting at the table but staring at his phone. I’m still not sure what to make of him.

“All good?” he asks as I sit and I nod. I don’t smile, but I feel less inclined to scowl at him now.

“I suppose so,” I tell him while wondering if I should just come right out and ask him the question I can’t imagine him being able to answer without sounding like an idiot or a sociopath.

“But…?” he asks, almost reading my mind.

“Why did you put them all on the deed of trust?” There, I said it.

He smiles. “I wanted them to know I had skin in the game, just like them.”

“Pardon?” I almost shook my head. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He stops smiling and leans forward. “Look, I know what it looks like, an old fogey like me shacking up a bunch of young, good-looking women. It’s totally indefensible. And once they got past whatever trouble it was that brought them into my life, they’d figure it out. Worse, they’d realize how bad it made them look.”

“So you give them money in the form of an equity stake in your home to sleep with you? How does that make it better? It makes it worse, as far as I can tell.”

“I guess you can look at it that way, but in my mind I’m giving them something to call their own. Something that gives them agency.”

“But does it, really?” I ask, getting frustrated. “It robs them of any agency because it binds them to you. They can’t leave without giving up their stake in the cult.”

He frowns. “I wish I could convince you it’s not a cult, Sadie. And no, they don’t lose anything if they decide to leave. They keep everything I’ve given them.”

That brings me up short. “Why would you do that?”

He smiles. “To be honest, it just felt right. I know you think this is all about me, but the fact is, it’s all about them.” He leans in again. “I know what you’re thinking, that I’m surrounded by beautiful women and I can have them whenever I want. The reality is so different. We’re a family, not a cult. It’s about friendship and love as much as sex. More so, to be honest.”

We sit and stare at each other for a few seconds before Ian stands up to leave. “Come by for dinner tonight and you’ll see what I mean.” He reaches to shake my hand and I respond in kind. “We usually sit down to dinner around seven, but come by anytime. Our door is always open, Sadie.”

“Thanks, I will.”

I spend most of the afternoon putting out fires at the office from pushing my schedule to next week. By four, I’ve had enough and I drive back to the house. I have no idea what I’m walking into, but that’s somewhat the point - will I find an orgy in full swing, or afternoon tea, or who knows what? I don’t call in advance, either. I don’t want them to put on a show for me.

The older woman I met this morning opens the door when I ring the bell, which is perfect. If anyone can give me a clue what’s really going on here, I feel like she’s the one. Although she’s so gracious when she invites me inside, I wonder if she too is under Ian Chandler’s spell.

“It’s just you and me, hon,” she says as she leads me back to the kitchen. “Can I get you something?”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t remember your name,” I tell her and she laughs.

“Well, that’s understandable, given how many names we’ve already thrown at you. I’m Val.” I shake her hand again and sit down. “Coffee? Tea? Something with a little kick to it?”

“A glass of wine would be nice.” She’s so welcoming I have a hard time believing she might be a cult leader. But maybe charm is a requirement of the job. Never having met a cult leader myself, I wouldn’t know.

“I’ve got a bottle of Chardonnay in the fridge, if that’s okay.” She has it out and is pouring two glasses without waiting for me to respond. I accepted and took a sip as she sat down again.

“Are you usually here alone?” I ask pointedly with an arched eyebrow. She smiles once again. She smiles a lot.

“No, almost never, but Ian had a feeling you might stop by and I wanted to have a few minutes alone with you, so I shooed him away for the afternoon.” She must have noticed my surprised look. “I assumed you’d have some questions just for me.”

“As a matter of fact, I do,” I say as I put down the wine glass and straighten in my chair. “What’s really going on here, Val? Should I be worried about Harper, because I have a feeling I’m not going to be able to convince her to leave without a court order.”

“That would be a little extreme, don’t you think?” She arches an eyebrow right back at me but I don’t care. “Besides, she’s never been happier, from what I can tell. She’s doing great in school, everyone loves her, and nobody’s keeping her from leaving if she wanted to. The thing is, she doesn’t want to leave.”

“Isn’t that the issue, though? Shouldn’t she be out in the world, meeting kids her own age, going on dates, having young fun?” I shake my head. “I loved my college years, but I wasn’t trapped in… whatever this is?”

Val sighs but never loses her smile. “She’s not trapped, Sadie. What can I say to convince you that Harper can do as she pleases?”

I pick up my wine glass and take a sip, but I’m still not convinced. I’m not sure I can be convinced, so I change subjects. “What’s your story, Val? And not the neighbor thing. What’s the real story?”

She shrugs. “I’m an open book, Sadie. I got dumped by my good-for-nothing ex-husband a few years ago, and moped around the house feeling sorry for myself for way too long. Then I met Ian and, as they say, the rest is history.”

“Okay, but doesn’t it bother you, sharing him with all these nubile young things?” I want to get a rise from her, unlikely as it may seem. “Don’t you get jealous?”

“Of Ian being with the other girls?” she laughs. “Oh my, no. I get to sleep with him often enough, and when someone else is, I’ve got plenty of company.” She gives me a look that would have rocked me back on my heels if I was standing up.

“You’re bisexual?”

“Not that I know of, but I do like snuggling. We do a lot of snuggling around here. A lot.” She laughs again and there’s something so innocent about it that I have to smile.

“I suppose Harper enjoys snuggling, too.”

“She’s a great snuggler, but she’s also got something special going on with Jada, so it goes beyond that.”

“Really? Isn’t she the black woman?”

“She is.” She gives me a look. “That’s not a problem, is it?”

I startle. “No, not at all. I’m just a little surprised, is all.”

“Because of their age difference?” Val asks with a sly smile.

“Yeah, exactly.” We stare at each other for a beat and then laugh together. “I guess I am a little surprised. My family is not the most… open-minded about that sort of thing.” I think about the little I know of Harper’s side of the family and shake my head. “I’m sure my father would be livid if he knew.”

“Well, he doesn’t and he’s not going to, so what does it matter?” She raises her glass and I raise mine in a silent toast.

“Honey, I’m home,” Ian calls out from the front door.
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~ Ian ~

“We’re in the kitchen,” Val says, calling from the far end of the house.

That makes me pause for a moment, one shoe already taken off. We? Is Sadie here already? I check my watch. It’s much earlier than I expected, but Val called it. As always, she’s right on the money. I hang up my jacket, kick off the other shoe, and follow the sound of gentle conversation to the kitchen. Val is reclining in a chair, the picture of comfort, nursing a glass of white wine. Sadie has one arm on the table, leaning forward, her body language like a cop in the interrogation room. Despite the glass of wine at her elbow and the warm, homey surroundings, she still has the air of a decisive dealmaker.

“Afternoon,” I say, flashing them both a smile. “If I’m interrupting, I can take another hike…”

“Nonsense,” Val says, with a wink. “Sadie here was giving me a gentle grilling.”

Sadie stays quiet, choosing to drink her wine. I pour myself a smoothie from the fridge and sit beside Val. As much as I don’t want Sadie to feel like we’re ganging up against her, I do want to show her a united, happy home. I rest an arm on the table. Val places her hand on top of mine and our fingers lace together.

“I hope you weren’t too hard on Val,” I say, looking at Sadie across the table.

“No harder than I was on you, earlier.”

Val says, “I think Sadie is having trouble with a couple of key points in our home life. Firstly, that everyone who lives here is free to follow whatever their heart wants, with whoever they want.”

I nod in agreement. I had suspected as much.

“Secondly, that a woman my age can enjoy such an active love life.”

Sadie’s mouth falls open. “Hey, woah! I never said anything about that. I don’t have any problems with people, you know, doing that kind of thing at any age. It doesn’t matter to me.”

Her protests make Val smile, amused to have finally produced a small crack in that otherwise impenetrable exterior. Sadie realizes and her cheeks darken. She takes a drink, shaking her head.

“Good one,” she says.

“I’m just teasing. But, honestly, if I ever had one piece of advice to give to anyone else, it’s to enjoy sex as much as you can. I wish I could go back in time and tell that to myself, instead of getting stuck in a loveless marriage and mourning it for so damned long. It’s amazing what a good lover will do to your perspective and confidence and drive. More than one good lover is downright life-changing.”

Sadie throws a glance in my direction and I can see a question forming in her mind. I raise my hands and say, “Don’t look at me, I didn’t tell her to say anything.”

But now Val gets on a roll. She locks eyes with Sadie across the table. “There’s no need to blush, Sadie. We’re all adults here. And so is Harper. That’s the crux of your issue, isn’t it? That Harper is living in a home like this. If Ian didn’t live here, would you still have a problem?”

For the first time, Sadie is on the back foot. She does a good job of masking her surprise at the question - years of tense boardroom discussion, I have no doubt - but I’ve been in my share of similar situations and a microscopic flicker of surprise crosses her face before she has a chance to squash it. Her mouth presses into a flat line and her eyes turn hard.

“I suppose not.”

“Meaning that you would have no problem if Harper lived in a sorority house or on her own somewhere?”

Sadie remains silent, her face firm. She says nothing, so Val continues.

“I’ll take that as a yes, also. In that case, really, your problem is that she lives with Ian.”

“That’s simplifying things a little too much.” Sadie puts down her glass, all business now. “There’s a lot going on here that I don’t understand. Probably I’ll never understand it. My problem is not with you, Ian. It’s your house, sure, fine. Live however you want. My problem is that you’ve surrounded yourself with all these impressionable young women and you clearly have some level of authority over them.”

Val laughs. “I haven’t been called young or impressionable for a good few years.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Actually, I don’t.” Val leans forward. She still has a smile and a somewhat relaxed demeanor, but I know her well enough to sense her frustration rising. She’s not getting upset because my integrity is being called into question; Sadie is casting doubt on Harper, our family, and our entire way of life. “Listen, whatever you think about us or Ian or anything - I promise, it’s not true. No cult, no pressure, no sexual blackmail or whatever you’re thinking.”

“I’m not-”

“Harper is happy here, first of all. Secondly, she’s safe. She’s free to live however she wants, love whoever she wants, and express herself without fear. As her cousin, why wouldn’t you want that?”

Sadie bristles and shifts her shoulders, subconsciously squaring up in her seat. But before she can answer us, the front door opens and closes. Footsteps clatter in the hallway. Shoes hit the floor. We hear low, urgent conversation and the sound of giggles. The stairs creak underfoot and two people rush upstairs. I glance at my watch.

“Jamie and Aubry are home.”

New sounds drift downstairs. For Val and I, the sounds are familiar, intimate, and stimulating. For Sadie, those sounds are shocking, surprising, and unexpected. Her mouth falls open and she turns to stare at the open kitchen door. The three of us sit in silence for a moment, overhearing the exciting noises of two lovers getting intimate together in a room upstairs. None of this is new to us, but the look on Sadie’s face suggests that she’s never been exposed to anything like this before. I can’t resist the opportunity to give a small dig.

“What’s the matter, Sadie? Have you never heard things like this before?”

She recovers quickly, focusing her attention back to me and resetting her expression. “Of course. I don’t usually hear it in the late afternoon like this, that’s all. Are we keeping you? Don’t you want to join them?”

There’s an edge to her tone. It seems that she expects me, the creepy old man of the house, to strip off and run upstairs and join in. How wrong she is.

“No.”

“Oh?” A wry smile. “Don’t let me stop you. I’m sure you’re desperate to jump their bones.”

“No.” Firmer this time. Firmer than I meant to be, but she’s pressing my buttons with surprising skill. “For two reasons. Firstly, Aubry is a lesbian, so she doesn’t need me. And secondly, they didn’t ask me to join. In fact, thirdly - even if they did, I’m sitting here talking with you and Val. I’m not an animal, Sadie. Even though you seem to think of me as such.”

That smile disappears from her face. “I don’t think that. I really don’t. I’m sorry. Maybe I’m coming off a little strong. It’s only because I want Harper to be well. She’s so… delicate. Always has been.”

“She’s a shy young woman,” Val says. “But you might be surprised at how much she’s grown since living with us.”

Sadie turns the conversation away to less intrusive topics, asking about my career as a math professor and slow rise through the tech world. We talk, pleasantly for once, and the house returns to life around us as the girls come home from work, the store, and college. Lorna and Harper are the last to return to the house. They walk into the kitchen together. Harper freezes at the sight of Sadie.

“You stayed.”

Sadie nods. “I stayed. For dinner, at least. Ian insisted.”

Harper throws her arms around Sadie’s shoulders. “Thank you.”

“Thank Ian. He told me that I couldn’t leave without at least trying Gina’s food.”

I throw a wink at Gina across the room. Her cheeks color in pride. The kitchen fills up with hungry young women. Aubry and Jamie stroll through the door with wide smiles and flushed faces. They pause at the sight of our new guest.

“Oh,” Aubry says, “I didn’t realize we had company. How, um, how long have you been here?”

“Long enough.” Sadie’s look says everything.

For a moment, Aubry almost looks embarrassed. But then she shrugs it off. Everyone here is an adult and she has no reason to be ashamed. She sits at the table as Gina opens the oven.

“All right, everyone,” Gina says, allowing us all to smell the wonderful aroma of her latest creation. “I hope you’re hungry.”

Sadie meets my eyes across the table.

“Famished,” she says.

~ Sadie ~

Dinner at Ian’s house is a study in controlled chaos. People come and go before the meal starts, with some pitching in to help and others not lifting a finger. Unsurprisingly, at least to me, Ian doesn’t help at all, but neither do Rene, or Jada, or Aubry, if I’m using the right names. Clearly, there is a hierarchy here, and from the way Harper flits about, being far too nervous about dinner on a weeknight, she is at the bottom of the org chart.

But once everyone settles and we start eating, she comes alive. I’m sure both her nervous energy and almost manic performance during the meal is either for my benefit or because my presence makes such behavior unavoidable for her, but I am charmed either way. I hardly know her at all, but she’s obviously hell-bent on impressing me.

“The chicken is amazing,” I tell Gina, because it’s true. “Do you cook like this every night?” There are side dishes galore, bread that is to die for, and everything feels like it was just picked from the garden or baked earlier that day. I know if I ate like this every night, I’d be the size of a house in no time.

“We benefit greatly from Val’s garden,” she tells me with a smile at the older woman.

“And Gina’s bakery,” Harper chimes in.

“Teri does an amazing job keeping the kitchen immaculate,” someone adds.

“And Lorna’s the world’s best sous chef,” Gina insists with a laugh.

I smile and nod at Ian who is presiding over the table like a benevolent lord, although his demeanor is anything but lordly. He’s the target of some gentle ribbing and takes it well, nothing like I would have expected if I’d had any idea what to expect just a few hours ago.

“My mother always said what she really needed was a wife,” Val says with a giggle. “She would have been astounded at our good fortune.”

Everyone laughs like they’d never heard the line before. Which perhaps they hadn’t.

The meal is more like a party but with a cheerfulness and camaraderie I never see at family gatherings back in Chicago, where old wounds never heal and fresh slights are the order of day. And once the food is eaten, conversations continue through the cleanup, which happens without a hint of argument or animosity about who’s in charge of what. Dessert is served in the living room with coffee, but the girls wander in and out with others in a whirl of discussions about assignments, both school and business and, I can only assume, tonight’s sleeping arrangements.

“This arrangement can’t work as seamlessly as it appears to, not every night,” I whisper to Ian as we sit and sip our coffee. “I’ve never in my life seen so many women get along so well together. It must be an act for my benefit.” I smile as I say it and he picks up on my joking-not-joking tone.

“I know, right?” He shakes his head. “The most amazing thing is that we’ve never had to turn anyone away. Every time someone new comes into our orbit, it just seems to work out.”

“Nothing but Kumbaya, all day, every day, eh?” I ask with a sly smile.

“I know it sounds preposterous, but it’s the god’s-honest truth.”

“Preposterous is one word for it,” I admit. “Paradise also comes to mind.”

He smiles warmly. “I’m glad you’re finally coming around, Sadie. Harper will be thrilled.”

Without warning, Rene stands from the chair she was sitting on and walks toward me. “Want me to show you around?” she asks out of the blue.

“Uh, sure?” I stand and she offers her arm. “Where are you taking me?”

“You’ll see,” she says with a coy look, one that seems unmistakable but can’t be what I think it is. Can it?

We walk to the hallway just off the kitchen and into a room that is filled with books, old furniture, art, and more books. It’s a stunning revelation.

“This is why we’re all here, really,” she begins as she walks toward the tallest bookshelf and pushes the rolling ladder for effect. “Ian knew about this place from back in his teaching days and he bought it mostly because the books came with it.”

“Seriously?”

“As a heart attack. What’s more, he overpaid for it just to make sure all the books came with it.” She looks around. “I’m not much of a reader myself, so I don’t get it at all. But he and Lorna have turned it into a nice little business, buying and restoring first editions.”

“I never would have guessed that Ian is into books,” I tell her as I rubberneck the entire room. “This place is really something.”

“You haven’t seen the half of it,” she says with another sly laugh as she grabs my hand and leads me back to the hallway. “Wait til you see what’s downstairs.”

We descend into the basement and I’m blown away by the biggest collection of books I’ve ever seen outside a library or bookstore.

“Did Ian buy these too?”

“They came with the house as well, but he’s been adding steadily since he moved in, from what Lorna says.” She doesn’t lead me on a tour of the stacks - there would be no point - but we stand at the foot of the stairs and take it all in for several seconds. “What’s really ironic is that I met Ian while trying to fleece him with a rare book scam.”

“Say what?” I feel my jaw drop and my mouth hangs open.

“Yeah, cheeky of me, don’t you think?”

“You’re serious?”

“I am. I’m not proud of it, and since I moved in, I’m a reformed and very repentant ex-criminal. Ian has that effect on people.”

I give her a hard look. “You’re not shining me on, are you?”

“To what end? I don’t know you from Adam, but your opinion clearly matters to Harper and I’m quite fond of her, so…” She smiles, but this time it’s warm and genuine, without a hint of sarcasm. “I just thought you should get the full picture.”

She leads me up the stairs but we don’t go back to the living room. Instead, she leads me up a hidden staircase off the kitchen to the second floor, where the bedrooms are and there are a lot of them.

“Do you all have your own rooms?”

She smiles at me again. “No, we all share. This place is huge but it’s not that huge. Here, this is my room.” She pushes a door open and motions me inside.

“Who do you…?” I’m unsure how to put the question.

“Sleep with?” she asks with a twinkle. “It’s fine, we’re so used to all this, I forget how it must look to someone like you.”

“Someone like me?”

She laughs. “No, that came out wrong. I just meant a stranger, someone who hasn’t been here before. Believe me, there’s nothing wrong with you, Sadie.”

And just like that, the room tilts and I’m not quite dizzy but I’m not exactly stable on my feet, either. “What?”

She doesn’t move but the look she gives me tells me everything I need to know.

“Look,” she whispers. “I’m not sure which way your gate swings, Sadie, but that’s the thing about this place. I’d never been with a woman before I moved in here, and now I can’t imagine not being with women. I had no idea what I was missing. I’m not gay, mind you. None of us are, except for Aubry. But we all enjoy being with each other. I think you’d enjoy it too, if you give yourself a chance. God knows I’d love to show you what you’ve been missing.”

I’m suddenly frozen. I’ve never had any sexual impulses toward my own gender, but Rene is gorgeous, sexy in a way that I can’t help but notice, and… interested in me? It’s beyond my comprehension.

“I, uh…” I stammer incoherently, and she smiles, thank god.

“It’s okay, Sadie,” she says as she takes a step towards me. It’s not a tentative step but she doesn’t continue on, not right away, at least. She’s waiting for me to say something, or do something, but I’m still frozen in place. Fucking hell, what is going on? I’m no prude but this is just beyond me.

“Tell you what,” she says at last, breaking the tension. “Let’s go back downstairs, finish our coffee, and if you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

“No,” I tell her before I can think twice. “Don’t go.”

“I’m not going anywhere, gorgeous,” she says in the sexiest damn voice I’ve ever heard. What is it about this woman? I know she said she was a con-artist when she met Ian, but she said he changed her. Does a leopard ever change its spots though?

She sidles over to me and places her hands gently on my hips. We stare into each other’s eyes for a few endless moments before she leans close and brushes my lips lightly with hers. She is so soft and sensual, so deliciously desirable, I’m powerless to stop myself from kissing her back. We nibble each other’s lips for another glorious interlude before she reaches up and wraps her hand around my neck to pull me toward her for a deep, passionate kiss, our tongues entwined, our lips exploring, mouths devouring. I’m enthralled, shocked, and incredibly turned on. When she leans into me for a full-body hug, I marvel at how soft she is, how unlike a man, and how much I like it.

Strike that, I fucking love it.

Then she starts to undress me.

I feel like I’m back in junior high, feeling nervous and excited in the best and worst ways. This woman has almost a dozen playthings to compare me to - how will I ever measure up?

“Don’t think about anything, just go with the feeling,” she whispers. “It’s different without a man around to be all domineering and everything.”

She’s right. This is so different. So inviting. So sensual. So…

“Come on,” she says as she walks me to the bed. I realize that my blouse is unbuttoned - when did that happen? She peels it off my shoulders and lets it drop to the floor, then she unbuttons my slacks and drags them down my legs. I sit on the edge of the bed and she climbs on top of me, pushing me onto my back but gently, persuasively instead of insistent. It’s a subtle contrast, but I love it.

“Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” she coos and I love that too. She kisses me again, lying on top of me, and I wrap my arms around her neck. She runs her hands down my body and her touch is soft but electric. I’m buzzing with excitement but completely at ease with being with her, somehow.

I’ll think about it later.

“Mind if I…” she asks as she pulls my bra straps off my shoulders. I prop myself up on my elbows and she reaches behind me to undo it. I’m nervous again as she exposes my breasts, but the look in her eyes thrills and calms me at once. Then she leans over and licks my nipple, already so hard but her mouth is exquisitely soft as she engulfs it. She licks and sucks gently, as only a woman would, and I see even more clearly the appeal of same-sex sex.

We kiss and caress, suck and fondle, undress and embrace, then kiss again. She maintains her position above me but she’s not imposing at all. The combination - self-assured but gentle - is intoxicating and I can see why she’s here, living with so many beautiful women.

Then she reaches down.

I’ve never been touched by a woman before, but she’s so gentle, so loving, I close my eyes and spread my legs to invite her to do more. She does. It’s a revelation. I might never be with a man again.

Then she slides down and kisses me.

And my world shifts on its axis.

The softness that thrilled me when she kissed me is magnified exponentially, and I moan with unreserved pleasure. Her lips are magical, her tongue, divine. She teases me gently and I moan my half-hearted protests, but I’m content to let her have her way with me. She brings me to the edge of bliss again and again, until finally, gloriously, she eases me over the edge and I moan and thrash, clutch and squirm, laugh and cry, before pushing her away, unable to take anymore. She looks up and smiles at me, and I laugh from pure joy.

“First time for that, right?” she asks as she climbs up to lie next to me. “Don’t feel like you have to reciprocate. It took me a while to get used to that, too.”

“Really?” I hadn’t thought about it before this moment, but now that she put the idea in my head, it’s all I can think about.

“Oh, yeah. I mean, it’s lovely now, and I don’t mind doing it at all. But it does take a while to come around if you’re not naturally inclined to go there.”

“So, you’re not at all…” I can’t finish the sentence.

“A lesbian? No, not even close. But I do consider myself bisexual now. Which is fine. Most of us think of ourselves as bi, since we all enjoy being with Ian.”

I prop myself up on my elbow. “How does that work?”

She laughs. “You’ve been dying to ask, haven’t you?”

I blush hard, which given our present condition and circumstances, is beyond ridiculous. “Busted,” I laugh.

“To be perfectly honest, I have no idea how it works, it just does. He goes wherever he pleases, most nights, and it’s beyond wonderful.” She looks at the door and then at me again. “Are you staying the night?”

I was startled. “It never even occurred to me.”

“Please do,” she says with an earnestness that is completely out of character and much appreciated. “I’d love it if you did.”

“Don’t you have a… roommate?”

“Not officially, but Lorna won’t mind finding another room to sleep in.” She laughs again. “We’re nothing if not flexible.”

I consider her offer. “Are you sure?”

“Positive.” She pulls me to her for another kiss, and I’m enthralled all over again. “I don’t know how much sleep we’re going to get, though.”

I smile and kiss her back. “I’m fine with that.”
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~ Ian ~

We’re relaxing together in the living room. Just a casual, comfortable group of people enjoying one another’s company, after that incredible dinner. I’m on the couch in my usual corner. Harper is cuddling up to me, her head resting on my chest. Val sits on Harper’s other hand, draping a comforting hand on the younger woman’s hips. The other women are stationed on various chairs and couches around the space, bodies close, limbs entwined. It’s the picture of domestic bliss.

I glance toward the door and say, “You know, they’ve been gone kind of a long time, don’t you think?”

Harper looks at me with those big, wide, innocent eyes of hers filled with concern. I see a question forming in her mind that she doesn’t dare ask, but it’s not Harper who steals my attention. It’s Jada. The lawyer has something of a smirk on those sensual lips, and there’s a gleaming light in her eyes, I’ve seen once or twice before, and it always lead to something good. She catches my gaze. I say, “What is it Jada? What aren’t you telling me?”

She lets out a naughty, knowing giggle. “I think Rene is trying to convince Sadie this house is a pleasant and safe space for young Harper.”

“You mean…” My brows lift in surprise. “You mean convince-convince, as in…”

Jada’s smirk turns into a wide, eager smile. She nods. “Oh yeah. Rene told me earlier she had this whole plan in her head. She told me that she was getting kind of annoyed with Sadie bossing you around, and threatening to take Harper away, so she was going to deal with it in the only way she knows how.”

I let out a long breath in a low, sighing whistle. Before I can ask Jada anything else about Rene’s motivations and machinations, the room falls silent. Now all of our eyes and ears become fixed on the open door leading out to the hall and the stairs beyond, to the floor above us with all the bedrooms. Nobody speaks. Nobody dares to breathe. After a moment, I hear a distant sound. Or do I? Maybe it’s just my imagination, but I could swear that there is a faint swelling chorus in the distance; the unmistakable – and intimately familiar – sound of intense pleasure. The sound itself is familiar to me, but the person making that sound is not. Therefore, I have to conclude that Rene has indeed carried out her plans, and Sadie is reaping the benefits. Jade’s eyes sparkle, and she turns that sharp, intelligent gaze to me.

I shake my head in disbelief. “Geez, that’s a heck of a gamble, even for Rene. If Sadie didn’t take the bait, what then? Was there a plan B if she refused to go along with this?”

To that, Lorna lets out a small chuckle and licks her lips. “Haven’t you figured it out by now, Ian?”

“Figured what out?”

“This house, this group of loving people, especially you, there’s something about all of it that just draws people in. Everyone who gets exposed to this place wants to become a part of it.”

“That’s true,” Teri says, picking up the thread. “I mean, you can explain how things work around here, and you can even see our arrangement and what we have together, but nothing compares to experiencing it for yourself.”

Jamie says, “There’s something here between all of us that’s beyond special, beyond the restraints of our mere family, Ian. Don’t you feel it yourself?”

I nod slowly. What they say makes a lot of sense. I’ve been here since day zero and I’ve felt how things changed in this house over time. Each of these wonderful women came into the home seeking something and together we found it. In return, they shared a piece of themselves with everyone else and made us all better people for it.

Harper takes my hand. Her face is etched with lingering worries. She’s far too young and far too beautiful to have these kinds of concerns. She swallows, glancing toward the open door and the distant, faint sounds of bliss from elsewhere in the house. “What does that mean? Do you think that means I can stay or will Sadie make me move back home? I don’t want to leave. This is my home. This is my family. Honestly, I love all of you more than I love my own real, actual family.”

Val moves closer to Harper and runs her fingers through the young woman’s hair, gently brushing and stroking in a soothing manner. Harper’s tension dissolves under that gentle touch. Val says, “Don’t worry about all that nonsense, my darling. Sadie isn’t taking you anywhere, besides, even if she tries, you think she’s going to get past us?”

The question is answered by a low chuckle in consensus. None of the girls are willing to let Harper go, not without a fight. I feel the same way, despite what I said to Sadie earlier. Yes, I gave my assurances that she could swoop in and rescue Harper if things weren’t a hundred percent on the level, but the truth is that I would never let that happen. I would have fought tooth and nail to keep Harper safe, even if that meant tarnishing my own reputation. Harper sighs in relief.

Gina glances toward the door and bites the inside of her cheek. “Damn. I knew Rene was a skilled negotiator, silver tongue and all that – in every way that counts – but wow, she moves fast.”

Aubry chuckles. She’s holding Jamie’s hand, fingers laced together as always. Those two are still the closest thing our family has to something resembling a solid couple. She says, “Once Rene sets her mind on something, she’s going to have it. You know, she probably decided that she was going to seduce Sadie from the moment she walked into the kitchen and made a big scene.”

Her suggestion gets us all thinking. I would not be surprised if Rene began formulating a plan the moment Sadie entered our lives. That woman has many, many talents. Her negotiation, seduction, and persuasion skills are at the very top of that list. A life of smart talking and separating men from their bank accounts will do that to a woman.

After a thoughtful pause, Courtney says, “How long do we leave them alone together? I mean, you know, do we give them space? Do we let Sadie enjoy this experience for herself or should we go up there and, you know, reintroduce ourselves?”

That question earns a ripple of excitement through the group. I can see each of the girls thinking about it, picturing it, fantasizing about it. I wonder if they’re reminiscing and recalling the first time they were welcomed into this house; the first night they stayed here; the first time they felt a sense of true belonging inside our home. Everyone who stays here experiences a lot of firsts that could be utterly overwhelming, after all, there are a lot of us living here now, and we’ve formed a deep, loving bond together. But these women make it so easy for someone new to step across the threshold and become part of our home. These women welcome everyone with open arms and introduce them to a wonderful new way of experiencing life. Thanks to everyone here, we all experience the sheer, unbridled joy of human connection on a level unlike anything else in the world.

Jada breaks the thoughtful silence first. “It’s probably best to give them space. The last thing we need to do is crowd around Sadie and make her feel like this really is some sort of weird sex cult. That’s kind of the hardest part of this whole arrangement to get over, right?”

She passes the question to Lilian, the newest member of our group, who smiles at her own memories. It wasn’t so long ago that she had plenty of doubts of her own about me, my lovers, and my home. Lilian says, “I’m sure if they want company, they’ll ask for it. The biggest question is, who’s going to be first to join them?”

Another ripple goes through the group. Then, slowly, one by one, all their sharp, excited, keen eyes turn toward me.

“You guys think that’s a good idea? I’m the one Sadie seems to have the biggest problem with.”

But their faces tell me the opposite. Courtney shakes her head and says, “That’s exactly why it should be you. I mean, you’re the reason all of us are here in the first place, right?”

“No, I’m not. You all have yourselves to thank for that.”

She raises a good point. I can’t help hesitating a little. It’s not like I’m itching to tear my pants off and run upstairs and hop into bed with Rene and Sadie. I just want to be careful and make sure we do this right. Anything less than perfection will likely scare Sadie off – or even worse, convince her that Harper isn’t safe with us. I look at her, still cuddling me with Val’s arm draped over her body in a lover’s embrace. I say, “How do you feel about that, Harper?”

She seems surprised by the question. “Why would it matter to me?”

“Well, she’s your cousin, right? Wouldn’t that be strange for you?”

Now finally, those deep lines of worry are wiped away by a bright smile and a small giggle. Her effortless beauty shines through once more.

“She’s a cousin, a really distant one, not like a blood relative or anything like that. Besides, even if she was, who am I to tell you how you can and can’t love? That’s not how things work around here.”

I place a hand on Harper’s warm soft cheek. Good God, what a woman she is. An incredible, beautiful, wonderful woman. Talented. Smart. Fierce. Passionate. Once upon a time, she was a meek, shy creature who lingered in the corners of a room, expecting somebody to bark an order. Now here she is, the heart and soul of our small family. The very idea of somebody coming in from the outside and taking her away from us hurts my chest more than I can say.

I kiss her on the head. She blushes. I say, “This is Sadie’s moment, so I feel like it’s best if we let this unfold however she wants.”

Lorna slips an arm around Jada’s waist. She kisses the lawyer slowly and tenderly. Jada responds in kind. Lips meet. Tongues merge. Fingers glide. Lorna pulls back with a lusty smile. “That’s fine, but it doesn’t mean the rest of us have to sit around and wait, does it?”

Val slips her arms around Harper. She plants a kiss on the young woman’s neck, earning a shivering groan of anticipation in reply. An electric tingle ripples through the air in the room. It feels like the crackle of tension before a storm crackles into life. There might not be any lightning here, but there will be thunder.

However, my attention is diverted by the sound of bare feet padding down the stairs. Someone is walking this way. Someone strolls down the hall and steps into the doorway. It’s Rene. She stands there, naked, cheeks flushed, eyes shining, lips wet, chest heaving. All eyes turn toward her. She places her hands on the door frame, utterly unashamed of her nudity, maybe even a little proud of it. Nobody has any doubt what this woman has been doing in the bedroom. Even a blind man could sense the sexual energy radiating from her skin. A couple of the girls give appreciative wolf whistles at the site. Rene acts as if she doesn’t hear. She fixes her eyes on me.

“For God’s sake, Ian. I’ve sent you, like, three messages. Can you get your ass upstairs, please?”

Her request takes me by surprise. “Me? It sounded like you were handling it just fine on your own.”

She clicks her tongue. “Yes I was, thanks for noticing. But all I can do is lay the foundation. You need to be the one who puts her fears to bed, so to speak. Are you coming?”

Harper squeezes my arm and gives an encouraging nod. I rise from the couch and cross the room. I feel all their eyes on me, watching, wishing me luck, silently encouraging me to do a good job. It’s a strange feeling. In the last year, I’ve been lucky enough to bed more women than I could ever have imagined, in more combinations and positions and rooms than I could ever have guessed, yet this one feels different. This one feels like there’s an air of expectation. This one has real, tangible consequences hanging overhead. I follow Rene down the hall and up the stairs. When we pause outside the bedroom, she turns to me and opens the top two buttons on my shirt.

“There you go, a little less formal, a little sexier. The bad professor looks suits you.” She throws me a wink.

“How did you manage to, you know, make this happen?”

Rene smiles. “It was pretty obvious, to be honest. Right from the start, I knew that Sadie needed something that only we could give her.”

“What did she need?”

She looks at me, fighting the urge to burst out laughing. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? All that blustering about protecting Harper and wanting to look after her. I don’t think it came purely from a place of concern. I think sweet Sadie was pretty damn jealous of her cousin. Of all of us, actually.”

“How on earth do you know that?”

Rene takes my hand and guides me into the bedroom.

“See for yourself.”

Boy, do I. Sadie is in the middle of the bed, hair strewn wildly across the pillows, cheeks flushed pink with exertion, eyes sparkling in blissful contentment. That’s the part I see first, because it’s the most important. Her face tells me everything I need to know, even before I gaze down at the rest of this beautiful, intimate, erotic tableau.

She is as naked as Rene; perfectly, beautifully, sinfully naked. Her cheeks darken a little more under my awestruck eyes. I have nothing but admiration on my face. I thought that Sadie was an attractive woman when she first strolled into the kitchen and began laying down the law. Now that I’m seeing her fully and completely, I think that she’s even more stunning. She is a natural beauty. No enhancements, no makeup, no need for provocative underwear. Just her as she is.

A sight like this never fails to make my pulse race. Her fierce eyes burn with a different kind of intensity now; the passion that only raw ecstasy can provide. Her pink nipples are flushed to full hardness and silently beg to be explored. Her inner thighs gleam with the evidence of her lust and excitement. She raises one knee, almost like a model posing for an artist. The satin sheets wrinkle under her naked form.

For a moment the three of us are silent. Then Rene says, “Well, Sadie, did you have something you wanted to say?”

Sadie looks me in the eye. There’s a shadow of hesitation in her expression, but it’s quickly overwhelmed by a look of desire. She takes a second to find her voice and the words are shaky, trembling with the aftershock of her recent climax.

“Maybe I was wrong about you. About all this. Forgive me?”

“Of course, Sadie.”

She reaches toward me with a hand. Beckoning me. Summoning me. Craving me.

“Show me how you live.”

~ Sadie ~

I’ve never been so satisfied and horny in my life.

“I need you, Ian,” I whisper, and it’s the god’s-honest truth. Rene was great, a fantastic lover who took me places I’ve never gone before. But she doesn’t have the one thing I need at this moment. Only Ian does. And I need it so bad.

“I’ll be right there,” he says with a soft smile that is so appreciated, slipping out of his clothes without ceremony. He could gloat right now and I wouldn’t blame him. I was wrong about everything - about him, the house, the women he lives with, everything.

And I couldn’t care less.

“Don’t make me beg for it, Ian,” I beg him and he smiles again.

“I would never do something like that,” he says as he climbs naked onto the bed. He’s in better shape than I expected, not that it matters. All I want right now is a hard cock, and from the looks of things, he’s not going to disappoint me.

“Oh, fuck, you feel good,” I moan as he climbs on top of me. He hasn’t ever penetrated my throbbing sex yet, but the feel of his hard body is such an astounding contrast from Rene’s. He is hard everywhere, not just where it counts. His arms, his thighs, even his chest is solid, substantial, so fucking masculine. I’m in heaven.

Then he enters me. I feel my eyes roll back in my head and moan like a bitch in heat, because for the first time in my life, that’s exactly what I feel like. I have no control now. I am pure desire. All I want is to be fucked.

“Oh, god,” I mutter over and over again. Ian’s cock is perfect as he fills my chamber. I’m so slick from Rene but he overwhelms my pussy with raw masculine energy. It’s all I can do not to climax again, but I want to savor this as long as I can. I only hope he can hold off as I milk his manhood for all I’m worth.

“Fuck, Sadie,” he growls in my ear as he fucks me. “You’re so wet but so fucking tight. Fuck.” He doesn’t stop pumping and he doesn’t swell inside me, thank god. I don’t want this to end too soon. I don’t want this to end at all. I can’t get enough. I feel like a virgin again, but this is so much better than when I actually was a virgin.

“Don’t stop,” I implore him. “Please don’t stop, Ian. I’ll fucking die if you stop.”

He rises up and looks at me, forcing me to take him in for the first time as he rails me. I reach up and pull his mouth to mine, forcing my tongue as deep into his mouth as is humanly possible, from sheer need and unrelenting desire. He kisses me back with the same unbridled ferocity and it’s so fucking sexy, so incredibly satisfying, I feel like my head is about to explode. I moan and tear my lips away from his to breathe but he grabs my head and kisses me again, all the while pumping my pussy with his rock-hard cock like a god. I’ve never been fucked like this in my life and I love it so much I can’t believe it.

Then I feel it. That swelling that signals the end is near. I will myself to climax with him and together we launch ourselves into the abyss of pure nirvana, a shattering of monumental magnitude. I gasp and moan, thrash and clench as he fills me with his essence, his seed, his power. I melt beneath him, conquered, destroyed, overcome and ruined in the best way imaginable.

Finally, he collapses on me, his weight pinning me to the bed, his hardness easing but just enough. He still feels so fucking good and I revel in being crushed beneath his substance. His cum has filled me to overflowing and I feel it leak out around his throbbing penis, a feeling I used to despise but now I love. How can this man be what he is? How can he have done this to me? What have I become?

“What the hell was that?” I whisper into his neck. “What have you done to me?”

He rises up again, but with concern instead of lust in his eyes. “Are you all right?”

I nod. “I’m okay, just blown away.” He smiles and I feel myself melting again at the sight of him. He wasn’t this an hour ago. He was just a man. Now, he’s… something else.

“You blew me away too, Sadie,” he whispers as he rolls off of me onto his side. His cock slips out of my pussy and I feel the gush of our juices ruin the bedspread and for the first time in my life, I couldn’t care less. “You’re incredible.”

I roll my eyes. “Jesus, Ian. Don’t shine me on.”

“No, I mean it, Sadie. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

I laugh. “What would Rene say? Where is she, by the way?”

“I think she slipped out,” he says without looking. “Do you want me to go get her?”

“No, I want you to stay with me, Ian. Can you do that? Will she and others mind if you stay with me?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” he says, and my heart swells in my chest.

“Seriously, though. How can the others stand to share you?” I ease away from him, resisting a wild, furious urge to kiss him and never stop, to force him to answer me.

“I think you’re exaggerating a bit, don’t you think?” he says with the charming, aw-shucks smile of his that only makes it worse.

“No, I don’t think I’m exaggerating at all, Ian. You’re an amazing lover. I’m truly blown away.”

He laughs gently. “I’ve talked about this with some of them, as I’m sure you can imagine. Val told me that it’s from my ability to focus. That, and the fact that they each have to wait their turn, so to speak. I’m not as young as I used to be, although I never remember having this much stamina even when I was in my twenties.”

“I imagine it’s like any kind of activity, too,” I offer. “The more you do, the more you can?”

“Undoubtedly,” he says. “But Rene told me something once as well.”

“What?”

“That the contrast between us is extraordinary.”

“Contrast?”

“Women are so soft, and patient. Men are hard, and… impatient.”

“You weren’t…” I stop. “Well, I do see what she means.”

“Yeah, and after she had her way with you, as only Rene knows how, it’s only natural that I look good in comparison.”

I prop myself up on my elbow. “So you being the only man in a house full of women has unexpected benefits for… the women?”

“Ironic, no?”

“Diabolical, is more like it.” I flop down on my back and begin to laugh. “Fuck, Ian. You should be ashamed of yourself, taking advantage of those poor girls like that.”

“I haven’t been getting any complaints, Sadie,” he whispers as he traces the outline of my nipple, which responds immediately and convincingly.

I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him on top of me.

“And you’ll get none from me either, so long as you fuck me again.”

“Gladly.”

The next morning, we make love for the umpteenth time before getting dressed and going down to breakfast. I brace myself for some shade from the girls but all I get is smiles and welcoming gestures.

“Here you go,” Harper says as she hands me a cup of coffee.

“Sleep well?” Teri asks as she puts a plate of scrambled eggs in front of me.

“Or at all?” Rene snarks, the only one who does.

“Now, Rene,” Val chides her gently, with a warm smile for me. “Don’t be like that.”

“I slept great,” I tell them, ignoring the fact that everyone knows it’s a lie. “Like a baby.”

“You woke up every two hours?” Rene persists to laughs all around.

“Are you flying back today?” Harper asks. “Please stay longer, Sadie.”

“I can’t, sweetie,” I tell her with a sad smile. “I’ve got a life to get back to.”

Moans and groans erupt from half the crowd until Ian interrupts. “Don’t be rude, ladies. If Sadie needs to go, we need to let her.” He turns and looks at me. “If you absolutely need to…”

I roll my eyes. “You too?” I laugh, but he smiles and shakes his head.

“I’m kidding…mostly.” He reaches over and takes my hand, bringing it to his lips in an old-school gesture that surprises me, both that it happened and that it touches me. I feel my face heat up and the girls chime in with approving sounds of their own.

“You really should spend the weekend,” Rene says with a sly smile. “I know you’ll have a great time.”

I stare at her and she doesn’t take her eyes from mine. Then she cocks an eyebrow and I feel the heat rise again, not only in my face but in my belly. And this after spending the most sexually satisfying night of my life, first with her and then with Ian.

“Let me make a call.”

I walk out of the kitchen into the backyard and call Darlene. She’s already at her desk and picks up on the first ring even at this early hour.

“What’s up, boss lady?” she asks.

“How much of a problem will I create if I don’t make it back until Monday?” I ask cryptically. I never take unscheduled time off, so I’m sure her mind is going through all the possibilities as to why I’d do such a thing. All the possibilities, except the one that’s true.

“Uh, it’s not going to sit well with Steve and Tony,” she says, as if I don’t know that.

“But they can get by without me on the Morrison presentation, and I’ll make it up to them.”

“I’ll let them know, but can I have them call you directly to bitch and moan, Sadie?” she asks, not entirely kidding.

“Sure.”

I walk back into the kitchen and announce I’m staying through Sunday. “If you’ll have me,” I add with a sly smile of my own.

“It will be our pleasure,” Ian says with a devilish gleam in his eye.
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~ Ian ~

A ripple of giddy excitement rolls through the room. Before it can settle and spark delicious new thoughts in everyone, it’s quickly followed by ripples of frustration and disappointment as the girls realize that today is Friday, and they still have jobs and college and plans for the day.

For a short while, Lorna, Harper, Jamie and Aubry entertain the idea of cutting class and staying home. Lilian muses aloud, debating whether she needs to open her gym that morning. Even Jada, level-headed sensible Jada, glances at her phone for a moment, toying with the notion of taking a personal day.

Gina is the one who brings everybody back down to earth. “Guys, come on, we have the entire weekend. Besides, we’ll all be back this afternoon. It’s not like we’re actually going to miss out on anything, right?”

Everyone glances at me and I almost laugh over my cup of coffee, as if I have the power of final say over anything that happens in this house.

“You’re looking at me like I’m going to spoil all the fun.”

Gina shrugs. “I just want to make sure that we all get to know Sadie a little better.”

“Of course,” I say “I’m not that greedy.”

She leans down to kiss me goodbye. “And that’s what I love about you, Ian.” To my surprise – and Sadie’s, apparently – Gina turns and gives her an equally passionate kiss. Gina trails a gentle hand over Sadie’s cheek and adds, “I’ll see you later, too. Don’t tire yourself out. We have the whole weekend.”

From the look on Sadie’s face, that kiss caught her off guard, but not in a bad way.

There’s a little grumbling from my lovers as they accept that their responsibilities come first, no matter how tempting the alternative might be. They each finish getting ready, eat their breakfast, gather their things and say goodbye. The only ones who don’t have anywhere to rush off to this morning are myself, Val, Rene, and Courtney.

Everyone moves around the kitchen, delivering goodbye kisses to each of us in turn, saving Sadie for last. Each fresh set of lips brings more color to her cheeks in a way that I find both charming and invigorating. This, finally, is the real Sadie; not the cautious, guarded, fierce, corporate woman, but the curious, passionate, expressive lover underneath. She accepts every kiss with eagerness and curiosity, enjoying the feel of multiple new lips touching hers. Not only lips, as both Jamie and Lilian greet Sadie using their tongues.

Finally, one by one, they march down the hall and leave the house. A strange, calm, quiet settles over us. The house always feels so still once the majority of its occupants have left for the day.

Sadie breaks the silence with a long exhale. “Wow. Is it always like this?”

I shake my head. “Every day is different.”

Rene winks and adds, “But mostly, yeah. There's plenty of kissing here, plus a whole lot more besides.”

Courtney sidles up to Sadie and slips her arm around the woman’s waist. She has a charming grin on her face, part curious, part devilish. “So, tell me about your night…”

Sadie fights a losing battle against a warm smile. Her shining eyes seek me out, as if asking for approval. Of course, she doesn’t need anything from me. She says, “It was good, thank you for asking.”

Rene gives a scoff. “Oh, it was more than good, don’t be coy. The sounds we heard were pretty damned enthusiastic.”

Sadie’s hand goes to her mouth. “Oh, my God, you could hear me?”

“Don’t worry about it”, Courtney says, with a gentle squeeze. “We’ve all heard each other several times. That’s kind of part of the fun, right?”

Sadie giggles. An eager smile lights up her face. I always love that look; the way a woman’s face becomes even more beautiful when excitement fills their hearts. No two expressions are the same, of course, but the meaning behind them is. Sadie says, “I don’t have work today, so I’m all yours.”

Val’s eyes gleam. “How wonderful. Lucky for us, no?”

Sadie’s sharp eyes settle on each of us in turn. Me. Val. Rene. Courtney. I already know what thoughts are running through her mind before she even speaks. “How will all this work?”.

I gesture with my hands, telling her that it doesn’t matter. “Just like last night, Sadie – if that’s what you want. You do anything you like with anyone you wish. Or You can grab a book from the library and sit in the garden. Or you could take a walk into town and grab a coffee, maybe try Gina’s bakery. The world is your oyster, Sadie.”

She seems touched by my words. Rene, however, interjects with that knowing smirk only she can pull off. “No offense, Ian, but I somehow doubt that Sadie wants to drink a coffee when she could be getting laid.”

“No,” Sadie says, “But I really appreciate the offer. Thank you.”

She offers a warm smile and – damn – if my heart doesn’t swell like a balloon. I feel a blush coming and hurry to keep the conversation flowing.

“Of course, you can do whatever you want. If you need more sleep, you can use any of the bedrooms. You had kind of a late night.”

“So did you.” Her lips tilt at the corner, restrained yet knowing. “But to be honest, I don’t want to sleep, I don’t want to miss a single second. It feels like I’ve been sleeping my whole life and now I’m awake for the first time. I know that probably sounds dumb and cheesy, but it’s true.”

Courtney kisses her on the cheek. “It doesn’t sound dumb or cheesy. I kind of like it. You make it sound like a lyric. Maybe I could use that, I mean, if it’s okay with you. It could be a song.”

“Sure, go ahead, be my guest.”

Courtney takes Sadie by the hand. “Come with me, let me show you my guitar.”

They leave the kitchen without another word, both knowing what’s going to happen once they get upstairs, Rene, Val, and I finish up, clean the table, put away the dishes and leave the room looking good. Granted, it’s not as spotless as Teri makes it look, but it’s good enough. I truly don’t know how that woman makes a room sparkle as well as she does. It’s a gift.

Only a few brief minutes have passed from the time Sadie and Courtney left us, yet already we can hear the distinct and wonderful sounds they’re making from above.

Rene says, “Listen, I was a good girl all last night, okay? I gave the two of you all the space you needed. I let you do whatever you wanted. I didn’t come back and interrupt. But if you think I’m just going to sit still and wait my turn today, you’ve got another thing coming.”

Val’s mouth opens in disbelief. “What about me? I didn’t get any time with Sadie yesterday”.

They both look in my direction as if I’m King Solomon, with the power to make the final decision. I just laugh and shake my head.

“Let’s all go and see what Sadie would like to do. This is her weekend, after all.”

We find them upstairs in the bedroom Courtney currently shares with Gina. The sight is both elegant and erotic. It might have been staged by an artist. Sadie reclines on the bed, her legs draped over the edge. She’s still dressed – mostly – but her blouse is open; her bra has been eased down to expose those firm, supple breasts; and her skirt has been pushed up. Courtney kneels on the floor between Sadie’s feet. From the doorway, we can’t see what’s happening behind Sadie’s thigh, but our minds fill in the blanks well enough. We can clearly see Sadie’s open-mouthed, full-bodied reaction to Courtney’s gentle, insistent mouth and hear the wonder in her gasping moans.

We linger in the doorway for a moment, not intruding, simply admiring this sensual tableau for as long as we can. Sadie’s hazy eyes turn in our direction. Her chest swells at the sight of us and she lets out a fresh groan of sheer indulgence, as if delighted to have an audience. Courtney brings Sadie to the peak of bliss, her entire body shaking in rapture, eyelids fluttering, lips quivering. It looks so good that I can almost feel it myself. Sadie lingers on the precipice of sweet oblivion, either holding herself or being kept there by Courtney. She reaches out toward us, fingers clawing the bed, clutching, inviting us closer, begging us to enter the room.

Rene and Val don’t need to be asked twice. They practically skip to the bed and climb up beside Sadie, focusing their sensual mouths on the woman’s exposed breasts, driving her to new heights of pleasure.

Her climax arrives like a wrecking ball through a wooden hut.

Sadie rides a tidal wave up, up, up, through its unforgettable crescendo, cresting and floating on the explosive power of that orgasm. Her three lovers work as a team, ensuring that every single microsecond is as perfect as it could possibly get and every possible zone is receiving stimulation at the same time. Sadie lets out a low gasp and rides the tidal wave back down to earth. Her eyelids flutter. Her eyes roll back into place. She sees me still lingering at the door and waves me closer with a hand.

That’s all the invitation I need to join the fray.

Courtney leans back to let Sadie catch her breath, and in that brief lull, we help one another out of our clothes. Sadie finds her strength again and pulls me onto the bed. She mounts me with renewed passion and fiery determination, sinking her exquisite warmth down over me, enveloping my rock hard manhood like an old friend. She moans for us. Those sounds are different when she’s with me; deeper, more guttural. When Sadie is enjoying the touch of a woman, the sounds she makes are lighter, softer, gentler. It’s an interesting thing to note.

Three other women focus all their attention on Sadie as one combined, erotic force of nature. Six hands glide over her sensitive body, cupping, squeezing, gently pinching. Three sets of warm mouths kiss, nibble, and suck the most sensitive areas of her flesh.

Sadie begins by riding me with all the red-hot urgency she displayed last night. That quick, almost furious, insistence soon melts away, slowing as the flurry of intense sensations becomes too much. Before long, she closes her eyes, opens her mouth, and tilts back toward the ceiling, letting Courtney, Rene, and Val clutch and caress her body through each rise and fall. I thought this had been wonderful last night, but now, with the addition of multiple lovers, it’s even sweeter.

As it always is.

“Oh, holy… fuck…”

Sadie surrenders herself to us, allowing the other women to move and manipulate and control the flow of her body. She lets me gently grasp her thighs and roll upwards from beneath, driving myself into her at a steady pace. Her breathing deepens quickly, becoming shallow, labored, intense. Before long, I feel her body approaching that precipice, once again on the cusp of sweet ecstasy. Each of the girls has a different expression contorting her face. Sadie lingers in that exquisite moment prior to explosive release. Rene’s eyes burn with intensity, determined to make this moment count. Courtney wears a sweet smile, happily stoking a fire in Sadie’s belly by teasing those swollen nipples. Val’s eyes are filled with love and happiness, gently stroking Sadie’s neck. Together, the four of us bring Sadie over the edge. She erupts in a wordless exhale of pure delight, hips bucking, muscles clenching, tunnel tightening. Her body contracts and goes limp at the same time.

Simply wonderful.

I had the pleasure of experiencing this moment with her on multiple occasions throughout the night and early this morning, but it feels even better sharing it with my lovers. Rene carefully reaches around and places two fingertips on that sensitive little pearl nestling between Sadie’s intimate lips. The temperature leaps to a hundred. Sadie responds with an open-mouthed, wide-eyed, full-bodied shudder, her breathless cries hitching as if she can’t draw enough breath. Courtney wraps her lips around one of Sadie’s sensitive nipples and applies just enough pressure to make our new lover almost pass out in bliss.

“Oh! Oh! Fuck! Oh my – holy fuck!”

With that, she goes almost completely limp, overwhelmed with bliss. Val and Rene gently guide Sadie off me and onto the mattress, laying her down and spreading her like a heavenly buffet. Courtney straddles Sadie’s face and carefully lowers, pressing her intimate lips to Sadie’s warm, eager mouth. The moment their bodies meet, Courtney lets out a thrilled gasp. I don’t know if Sadie’s ever been with another woman before spending time with us, but she seems to be a fast learner. Courtney sits atop Sadie for a moment, a queen on her throne, letting out more groaning coos of exaltation before lowering her head between Sadie’s parted thighs and lapping with enthusiasm.

Now I kneel between Sadie’s legs like a worshipper before a divine altar. Val grasps my manhood and gently eases me back inside our new lover. Sadie responds with delightful, muffled squeals of bliss from beneath Courtney, her fingertips gripping the younger woman’s hips, holding her in place.

Courtney delves her tongue across every delicious ridge and groove with perfect tenderness and speed. Never too fast or too hard. It is all I can do to remain slow, steady, and calm, fight my inner masculine urge to make love to Sadie in a furious frenzy. As good as it would undoubtedly feel, this is about her, not me, and all I want is for her to enjoy this experience as much as the rest of us do.

Val and Rene seem to be on the same page as me. They focus their hands and mouths on Sadie’s arms and legs – kissing, caressing, stroking, licking, cupping, working together and separately – knowing that every delicate sensation will be amplified a hundred times over. The bed gently creaks as our momentum increases. Sadie’s delicious grip tightens around my manhood, clutching me, squeezing me, caressing me, refusing to release. Her muffled moans of approval become shrill, breathless exhales masked by Courtney’s body, and the four of us know exactly what that means.

We drive deeper, working faster, pushing her to the brink yet again. Val and Rene gently lift her legs, taking their weight and opening her up for me, allowing my every thrust to hit the exact right spot. I’m rewarded almost at once with a wild, wonderful, intense climax. Sadie bucks beneath Courtney, her body rolling with delicious ecstasy, caught in that perfect moment of bliss.

I let out a moan of my own, barely able to endure the wonder of Sadie’s climax. Val gives an encouraging nod. Rene winks. I unleash my own orgasm, burying myself inside Sadie, and flood her incredible body with yet more warm, thick pleasure. I hold still, fully swallowed by her, allowing each fresh wave to flood and flow all the way inside. When I’m finally finished, I gently ease free and slump on the bed, breathing hard, smiling, admiring the most wonderful sight in the world.

Rene, Val, and Courtney press their tongues to Sadie’s yawning entrance, tasting our mutual climax and making her squeal at the triple-pronged sensation. Finally, they ease back and let her drift. Courtney dismounts with a smile, knowing how good that must have felt. Sadie’s dazed eyes take a few long seconds to refocus before she manages to find me. She gives half a laugh and says, “If it’s going to be like this the entire weekend, I’m going to need to pace myself.”

Pacing ourselves is something that comes natural in this house. We spend the day exploring one another with gentle, unhurried curiosity. Sadie, as the guest of honor, is the focus of our attention. She’s more than happy to alternate between following our lead and taking charge when she wants to know how something feels, sit in a certain position, or simply assume control. The other women are only too happy to share their expertise and let Sadie experience their talents firsthand.

Sometimes they engage Sadie one at a time, allowing her to enjoy the fullness of their devotion. Other times, they all concentrate on her as one combined force, their skilled fingers and deft tongues leaving her as trembling, mewling, panting ruin. I enjoy the sight and allow Sadie to experience everything at her own pace, joining when I’m invited – and recovered – and sitting back when my presence isn’t required. Sometimes the girls sit back and watch Sadie and I together, our bodies colliding with relentless mutual need.

Together, the four of us help Sadie climb ever more intense heights. Each orgasm becomes more powerful than the last. Each sensation threatens to overwhelm her mind. Each breath is a lusty, sighing gasp that makes all of us yearn to please her more and more.

One of the great benefits of working in a team like this is that we’re able to make the most of our time. When we aren’t locked in an embrace, we’re taking breaks, cycling in and out, grabbing water, even pausing to get snacks.

We don’t even realize how long we’ve been in the bedroom until the front door slams from somewhere far, far away. Footsteps bound along the hall. We turn to see Gina, fresh from the bakery, still with a little smudge of flour on her cheek, standing in the doorway. Her eyes light up.

‘I hope there’s room for one more?’

She peels off her clothes, and the excitement begins all over again; a new mouth, new fingers, a new body, a new experience. Sadie can’t get enough. It’s like she’s lived in a bubble her entire life and now she’s free to taste, touch, and smell the world for the very first time.

Over the next several hours, the rest of the girls slowly drift back home and join us. Our college students return, dump their book bags, and almost tear their clothes off in eagerness. Teri returns from work and immediately assumes her favorite role as the group submissive, much to Sadie’s evident delight. Lilian arrives fresh from the gym, still dripping water from her recent shower, and wastes no time getting to know our new lover. Finally, Jada returns. She shrugs off her bra and panties and says, “Oh my God, you guys, you would not believe the day I’ve had. You don’t know how freaking much I need this.”

This is how our long, slow, sensual weekend begins. We still have this wonderful woman for two whole days before she needs to go home. My heart is so full, I truly don’t know how I can keep all this love contained in my chest.

~ Sadie ~

The plane levels off with a low, steady hum, leaving the patchwork of Michigan farmland far below. I reach up to adjust the overhead air vent, letting the cool draft sweep across my forehead while my fingers rest on the trackpad. On screen, my slide deck for the Morrison account sits half-finished; the same kind of deck that has consumed my entire existence for the last three years. Corporate communications at Vance & Sterling doesn't allow for second thoughts or divided focus. You either stay entirely locked in, or someone else takes your desk.

I catch my reflection in the dark glass, my hair pinned into its usual bun, my suit pressed and unwrinkled. On the surface, I look like the exact same Sadie who arrived in Ann Arbor five days ago. But underneath the silk of my blouse, my skin still hums with a lingering heat. My body feels heavy and anchored, stripped of that frantic energy that usually runs through my veins.

When I close my eyes, the memories come back in sharp, vivid detail. I see Ian standing in the dim hallway, looking at me with total intent. I hear Harper’s genuine laughter ringing through that massive, chaotic house. I think about Sunday’s farewell dinner with eleven women moving in a quiet, supportive rhythm around the man they love, and I remember how it felt when Ian held my hands and pulled me straight past my carefully built walls. I open my eyes and let out a slow breath. Doing the safe thing already cost me everything once. It's time to stop playing it so safe.

By ten o'clock on Monday morning, I am sitting in Sheryl Vance’s corner office while she stares at me over her reading glasses with a look that could cut glass. My assistant, Darlene, stands near the door holding my morning brief, looking slightly anxious about the sudden schedule shift I handed her twenty minutes ago.

"You want to change your schedule?" Sheryl asks. "Sadie, the Morrison meeting is in three hours. They are choosing a lead partner for the Midwest region by the end of the month. That partner is supposed to be you."

"And it will be," I tell her calmly, keeping my hands resting in my lap. "The pitch is ready. I’ll lead the meeting at one, and we will win the account. But going forward, I am restructuring my schedule to work off-site four days every two weeks."

Sheryl tries to push back, claiming we don't do remote partners and that it sets a dangerous precedent, but I lay out the numbers with total composure. I remind her that half of my sixty-hour workweeks are wasted on office politics and unnecessary meetings, and that cutting out the noise will actually improve my output. She values leverage above all else, so she tells me to win Morrison first and discuss the schedule on Wednesday.

Three hours later, I crush the pitch and lock down the account.

While my team celebrates and Sheryl gives me an approving nod from across the boardroom, I hand Darlene my updated calendar requests, walk back to my desk, and pull up the family group chat. I text them that the deal is signed and my schedule is locked in.

Harper: YES!! Sadie crushed it!

Aubry: Knew you would. I need your eyes on the venue contracts for the fall exhibit when you get back.

Gina: Dinner is on me. Come hungry.

Ian: Proud of you, Sadie. The house is too quiet without you. Drive safe when you come back.

The four-hour drive back to Michigan on Friday evening gives me the exact transition zone I need to shed my corporate armor. Coming back here is different.

When I pull down the gravel driveway around six, the sunset hits the Victorian house in a wash of gold, and Harper comes running down the porch steps the second my car stops. She throws her arms around my neck, and when I pull back to look at her, the dark circles under her eyes are completely gone, and her posture is upright and confident. She proudly tells me about her A on her economics midterm as she takes my arm to walk me inside.

The front door opens to the familiar, comforting rush of garlic from the stove, music from the parlor, and voices floating down the stairs. In the kitchen, Gina is stirring a massive pot while Ian stands at the island looking over a stack of papers. He looks up when I enter the room, his eyes locking onto mine with a slow, steady smile that makes my chest tighten, and he walks right over to take my hand and press a lingering kiss on my lips.

"So let me get this straight," Rene says, swirling the red wine in her glass as she leans back in her chair at the head of the long dining table. "You sat in a Chicago boardroom, stared down your managing partner, and basically demanded a hybrid schedule just so you could drive four hours to share a bed with us every other weekend?"

"I laid out a logical, performance-enhancing proposal," I say, taking a sip of water while keeping my tone as smooth as possible. "I simply cut out the fluff. And it's six days, not just the weekend."

"It's legendary," Jamie laughs, her eyes sparkling with brash amusement from across the table. "A corporate shark giving up her shot at the office corner because she couldn't resist the house dynamic. I respect it, Sadie. Though I’m pretty sure Ian’s ego doesn't need any more stroking."

"I’m just enjoying the view," Ian says smoothly, leaning back in his chair with a slow, contented smile as his eyes sweep over all of us. "Sadie’s logic is hard to argue with."

"I think it's amazing," Harper offers softly, smiling at me from down the table. "We get the best of both worlds. And honestly, having Sadie here changes the whole energy."

"It really does," Lorna agrees, her uninhibited gaze locking onto mine with an electric intensity. "There’s something so intoxicating about having a woman like you - so poised, so controlled - completely surrender to the madness of this place. The contrast between your sharp corporate persona and how you look when Ian has you on that sofa... it’s a thrill for all of us."

"She’s not wrong," Jada adds with a sly, adventurous smirk. "The variety in this house was already wild, but adding your sharp edge to the mix? It makes the whole dynamic even more addictive. Every single one of us brings out something completely different in Ian, and watching you realize how much fun it is to share him... well, it’s a rush."

"It’s definitely not a terrible way to spend a long weekend," I admit, feeling a warm flush spread across my chest as I look around at the breathtaking, vibrant women gathered at the table. "In fact, I'm looking forward to my life’s next chapter."

Later that night, after the rest of the house has gone quiet, Ian and I sit in his dimly lit office with a fire crackling in the hearth. I sit at his heavy oak desk with my laptop open, walking him through the logistics of setting up a formal marketing plan for his book restoration business.

After a few minutes, Ian reaches across the desk and gently pushes my laptop screen down. "Sadie, you've been working since eight this morning. You drove four hours, ate dinner, and spent the evening catching up with everyone. You're off the clock."

He holds out his hand, pulls me up from the chair, and draws me against his chest so I can rest my head against his shoulder.

"You really pulled it off," he whispers, his hands resting solidly on my waist. "Chicago and Ann Arbor. I wasn't completely sure you'd keep coming back once you got back to your real life."

"I told you I would," I say, pulling back just enough to look up into his eyes. "I don't walk away from things that matter, Ian. I don't have to choose between having a career and being here with you. I can handle both."

"Good," he says softly, leading me over toward the leather sofa near the hearth. "Because having you back in this dynamic changes everything. It’s an incredible energy to navigate, isn't it?"

"It’s intoxicating," I admit as we sit back against the cushions, Ian resting his arm along the back of the couch while I lean into his side. "I spent so long living in a sterile, predictable world. Coming into a house with this many vibrant, breathtaking women - and seeing the way you interact with all of them - is a thrill I didn't know I wanted."

Ian chuckles softly, his fingers tracing small circles on my shoulder. "Each one of them brings out something entirely different. Rene has that wild, fierce passion that catches you off guard when she stops playing the cynic. And Lorna... Lorna’s intensity is so quiet, so deep, that when she finally turns it on you, it completely takes your breath away."

"I know what you mean," I say, a light flush rising to my cheeks as I remember the underlying heat in the house over the weekend. "Even just watching Val move around the room, or seeing the raw confidence Jada carries. There’s a fascinating, addictive electric charge to all of them. The contrast between how distinct they are makes the whole dynamic incredible to be part of."

"And having you in the middle of it makes it unbelievable," Ian murmurs, his dark eyes fixed on mine. "You bring this sharp, elegant composure that drives me out of my mind, Sadie. Knowing that this brilliant, controlled woman shares me with them - and gets a rush out of it - is a feeling I can't even describe."

"It’s a rush for me too," I say, reaching up to rest my hand against the side of his neck. "Sharing you, being part of something this intense and unconventional...it’s completely disarming in the best way possible."

Ian doesn't answer with words. He leans in and presses his mouth against mine; slow, deep, and warm. As he pulls me closer and settles over me on the leather couch, the last remaining tension of my corporate week completely evaporates, replaced by the sheer excitement of the life we are sharing.

I wake up early on Friday morning to the soft, gray light filtering through the bedroom windows. Ian is sleeping deeply beside me, one heavy arm thrown possessively over my waist, anchoring me against his side while his steady breathing fills the room.

Downstairs, I hear the faint clink of a coffee pot on the stove as Teri starts her morning routine. I reach over to the nightstand, grab my phone, and check my schedule for the coming weeks: client reviews in Chicago, contract meetings in Ann Arbor, long weekends booked straight through.

My life is split between two places, but it doesn't feel scattered anymore. It feels balanced. I am not a guest here, and I am not an outsider watching from afar. I am part of this incredible circle.

I set the phone face down, turn on my side, and pull Ian's arm tighter around my waist, closing my eyes as I wait for the house to wake up.


Epilogue

~ Ian ~

Life. It’s a strange thing. Sometimes you can be pretty sure what awaits you, only to be taken in a completely different direction. Once upon a time, I was a different man, with different priorities, and different plans. Back when I was a math professor, my goal was to make sure that all my students were equipped with the tools they needed to go out into the world and solve all of life’s most challenging mysteries. When I became a tech mogul, I was determined to be the biggest, the best, and use my software to empower as many people as possible. When Katie got sick, my only drive was to help her recover. When she passed, all that ambition and determination left my body. My only purpose was to simply exist. To exist and read the books my former colleague left in this amazing home when he died. That was it.

And then everything changed.

My once-empty, once-quiet, once-isolated home is full of sounds. Laughter. Music. Conversation. And, yes, the near-constant background orchestra of passionate love.

I wouldn’t change this for the world.

I am exactly where I need to be, doing exactly what I should be doing. The man I have become brings me more joy and fulfilment than anything else I’ve ever achieved. Nothing - not the vast sums of wealth I accrued or the thrill of educating young minds - comes close to this wonderful feeling. I am surrounded by smiles and love.

“You’re grinning again, my love.”

I drift back to the present. I’m in my favorite chair in the living room with a book on my lap. Comfortable, happy, warm. Sadie stands beside me with a steaming cup of Gina’s latest coffee experiment that she places on the table.

“Was I?” My hand reaches out for hers. “I was just thinking about how happy I am.”

“What man wouldn’t be happy?” She raises an eyebrow. “Surrounded by horny women all the time.”

That makes me laugh. “Well, sure there is that. I can’t deny it. But, really, I was just thinking about how different my life is now. I have this home and all of you to share it with me. It’s beyond my wildest dreams. It’s… perfect. Truly.”

She smiles and takes a seat beside me, cuddling in. I drape an arm around her shoulders. She says, “I was thinking the same thing. God, when I first came here and met you, I was… well, let’s not mince words. I was a complete bitch.”

“You weren’t.”

“I was.”

“Maybe a little. But you had good reasons. Worrying about Harper and seeing a group of women living with some filthy old pervert. You weren’t the first, Sadie. I’m not blind to how it looks.”

“I wish that everyone could understand this way of life. It’s so freeing. Back in Chicago, I have to live a certain way and act like the woman people expect. Here, I get to be myself. I love this. I love everyone here. I love you.”

“I love you too, Sadie.”

She giggles. “Even that blows my mind. There are twelve of us, Ian. Twelve women. And you love all of us and make us feel loved and special and cared for every single day. You don’t even have sex with Aubry, yet she’s just as loved as everyone else.”

“Why would that matter? I don’t need to have sex with someone to know they have a beautiful soul.”

Sadie looks into my eyes. “Did you know that about me before we made love for the first time?”

“It wasn’t confirmed. But I had a damn good feeling. Nobody drops everything and hops on the plane to check on a distant cousin if they aren’t a good person, Sadie. That was when I knew.”

She kisses me. Soft. Slow. Loving. She says, “What are you reading?”

“Proust. A gift from Harper, actually. It’s good, but challenging.”

“Read it to me.”

Sadie rests her head on my lap and I read the book aloud. The sound of distant laughter, of clattering plates, of strumming guitars and clicking cameras and women living their lives to the fullest, continues in the background behind us.

I hope it never ends.

~ Sadie ~

I close my eyes and listen to his voice. 

If you had told me a year ago that I'd be lying on the lap of a man with multiple lovers, listening to him read Proust while a dozen women laughed somewhere in the house behind us, I would have called security. And yet here I am, happier than I've ever been in my entire life. 

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I ignore it. It buzzes again. Ian pauses mid-sentence and looks down at me with that eyebrow raised. 

"Don't stop on my account," I tell him. 

"Aren't you going to answer that? Could be work." 

"Let it be work." I snuggle deeper into his lap. "Sheryl can survive without me until next week. It's my time away now." 

That makes him smile. He keeps reading, and I keep listening, and somewhere between one long, winding sentence and the next, I think about my father who sent me to Michigan to rescue his niece and, in his own roundabout way, ended up rescuing me instead. He still doesn't know the truth about this house. He thinks Harper is living in some kind of enlightened co-op, and honestly, that's close enough. Families come in all shapes, after all. Mine just happens to be shaped like a Victorian mansion full of women who love so much and never apologize for doing so. 

Harper's voice floats in from the kitchen, laughing at something someone said. That sound still amazes me. When I first met her, she barely spoke above a whisper. Now she laughs like she owns the place. 

Because she does, in a way. We all do. 

Ian finishes the chapter and closes the book. "What are you thinking about?" 

"How wrong I was." 

"About what, specifically? You were wrong about quite a few things." 

I sit up and smack his arm, and he laughs that warm, unhurried laugh of his that used to make me suspicious and now just makes me happy. "About you," I say. "About all of this. I walked into this house with my arms crossed and my mind made up, and you didn't argue with me. You just... made coffee and told me the truth and waited." 

"You would have figured it out eventually. You're too smart not to." 

"That's the thing, Ian. I didn't figure it out. You did. I was so busy looking for the con that I couldn't see what was right in front of me." I reach up and touch his face, rough with a day's stubble. "Twelve women. One man. I decided it had to be exploitation, because in my world, everything is a transaction. Everything has an angle. And here you all were, just... loving each other. No contracts. No fine print." 

"There is fine print, actually. Jada made me sign something." 

"Shut up." I'm grinning now, and I don't even care. "You know what I mean." 

He takes my hand and presses it to his lips, and just like that first morning, my face heats up like I'm sixteen years old. This man. This impossible, ridiculous, wonderful man. 

"Can I tell you something?" I ask. 

"Always." 

"I don't miss it, the corner office I was chasing, all the bullshit. None of it. I thought giving up half my ambition would feel like a loss, but it feels like finally exhaling after holding my breath for years." I look around the room, at the overstuffed shelves and the warm lamplight and the life humming through every wall. "I got on a plane to rescue my cousin from a cult. I found a family instead. Nobody back home would believe me if I told them. I'm not sure I believe it myself." 

Rene appears in the doorway, entirely naked, holding a plate of Gina's pastries over her head like a serving tray. "Believe what? That I look this good?" She pirouettes for us, utterly shameless, and I laugh until my eyes water. 

"Come here," I tell her, and she does, curling onto the couch beside me, warm and soft and mine, and I realize I mean that. Ours. Not mine, not hers. Ours. 

Ian picks the book back up and keeps reading. Rene steals a pastry from her own plate and feeds it to me, one crumb at a time, and the house settles around us like a blanket. Somewhere upstairs, a guitar starts playing. Somewhere in the garden, Val is humming in her lavender. And in the kitchen, Harper is laughing, alive and free and exactly where she belongs. 

I was supposed to save her. 

Turns out, she saved me. 

~ The End ~ 
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