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

~ Ian ~

I thought I understood my own life by now - the house, the girls, the rhythm of it all.

But when a woman walks in and looks around my kitchen with those sharp, skeptical eyes. 

I realize I haven't had to explain myself to anyone new in a while. 

Jada Washburne doesn't need anything from me. 

Which is precisely when I need to pay attention. 

~ Jada ~ 

I came to get a signature, but I stayed for the coffee, telling myself it was all it was. 

But I've been a lawyer long enough to know when something doesn't add up. 

One man living happily with nine beautiful women definitely doesn't add up. 

Except that somehow, impossibly, it does. 

And I can't stop thinking about why. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 
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~ Ian ~

Music drifts through the halls from almost every room.

Many months ago, this home was empty, still, and quiet. Thankfully, those days are long gone. Now I am surrounded by sound, by activity, by laughter and light and the sweet chaos of a whole group of beautiful women going about their own lives and briefly entwining with one another. It’s majestic to watch. It’s unparalleled to experience firsthand.

Today, as I stroll through the hall with a freshly-brewed mug of black coffee courtesy of Gina - she wants to introduce a similar coffee machine to the bakery and I am only too happy to serve as her guinea pig for each caffeine-infused test - the house is buzzing with music from all directions. From upstairs, I can hear the faint sounds of Courtney’s acoustic guitar while she practices her set for the umpteenth time, not that I am complaining. Far from it, actually. Courtney is the newest member of our expansive, loving household, and her love of music and natural talents in songwriting have brought a whole new energy to the home. Not only is she constantly playing her own songs, rehearsing for the next performance at The Russet, but the other girls are also putting on music in the hopes of inspiring Courtney’s next piece. The way that these young women have all come together and rallied in support of Courtney’s talent and choose to try and enhance her potential is moving in a way I can’t fully articulate. If there is a word that comes close, the word is magical.

But that’s not the only source of music today. My study is also a hive of activity. Courtney’s presence also brought an extensive collection of classic vinyl records, courtesy of her late father. There is an eclectic but delightful mix of genres, from decades-old pop to prog rock and seemingly everything in between. Since she arrived, the once-forgotten and aging record player in the study has been dusted off and used more than it has in decades. It’s been a big hit with the girls. Almost all of them are barely old enough to remember compact discs - Rene claims that she used to own some cassette tapes, but I’m not sure I really believe her - and they’ve all grown up in the age of streaming. To have music play through crystal-clear speakers in perfect clarity, with every instrument vibrating in harmonious bliss. Val was especially excited about the new interest in the record player and brought a few of her classic vinyls over to continue educating our younger lovers. Now, I step into the study with my steaming coffee to find Val and Jamie reclining on the couch, their serene smiles in place, while classic pop synths gently pulse through the speakers. That is the unmistakable sound of The Human League, and I pause, looking down at them.

Sights like these make everything worthwhile. I truly cannot fathom where my life would be right now if I hadn’t run into Lorna that afternoon, almost a year ago. Until that fateful meeting - fateful in all the right ways, a chance reunion of former professor and student - I was certain that the rest of my years would be spent wallowing in self-pity and loneliness, reading books in a dark, quiet house and pining for my departed wife. While a part of me will always pine for dear Katie, I’d like to think that she is looking down on me now in pride at what I’ve made of myself. I’m a man who brings people together, who built this incredible home and filled it with love and happiness, and who makes dreams come true every day.

Jamie is staring up at the ceiling. She drums her fingernails on her thigh. As the song comes to its conclusion, Jamie says, “So, did the waitress really love the guy or not?”

“It’s open to interpretation.” Val gestures in the air with a hand. “For me, I think that she did love him, at least at the beginning of their relationship. But when she got out of the cocktail bar and started getting famous, she didn’t need him anymore, and her feelings changed.”

The younger woman purses her lips and gives a curt nod. Ever the journalist, Jamie prefers hard evidence for her conclusions, but she’s at least prepared to entertain the theory. I step further into the room and inhale the rich aroma of my coffee. Damn, it’s strong.

“That’s a classic piece of music,” I say, nodding toward the record player. “Pretty much kicked off the entire synth-pop movement of that generation.”

“So it did.” Val’s eyes sparkle as she brings her gaze to me. “Somehow, I can see you as a young man in those heady days. Tell me, Ian - did you rock the flock of seagulls haircut?”

“No comment.”

She laughs. Jamie frowns for a moment, then searches for something on her phone. She holds up the screen, and Val points to part of it.

“That one, that’s the haircut.”

Jamie looks at me, then her phone. She laughs along with Val. I smile at them and sit in the armchair, placing the coffee on the table. Val points to the steaming mug and asks, “What’s today’s experiment?”

“Colombian blend, I’m told. Strong body, with notes of chocolate. None of which means anything to me.”

“No milk?”

“I’m just the guinea pig, Val.” I lift the mug to my lips and take a sip. “Needs milk.”

She laughs.

A clatter of footsteps rumbles down the stairs, accompanied by delighted laughter. Even before they reveal themselves, I know the sounds of Lorna and Harper. The two appear in the doorway.

“Time for college!” Lorna blows a kiss each to Val and me. “Jamie, you coming?”

“Sure.” Jamie hops up from the couch and grabs her bag. She bounces out of the room with a smile and a wave. The three girls leave together, laughing as one. The sound brings a smile to my face. Those three young women were complete strangers, once upon a time, but now they share a home, a life, and, many nights of the week, a bed.

The house falls a little quieter, then Gina walks past. She says, “How’s the coffee?”

“So strong it’s trying to fight my throat.”

“Hmm. Noted, thanks.”

With that, she heads out of the house and off to her bakery. She used to have to start work before the crack of dawn to get her products ready, but now she’s developed an incredible balance and prepares most of her items the previous evening. I’m deeply proud of everything Gina has accomplished since joining our fold. She’s blossomed from a struggling baker on the edge of collapse into a keen entrepreneur.

The distant sounds of an acoustic guitar come to an end. Shortly after, Courtney bounds downstairs with her guitar case slung across her back and a huge smile. She says, “Wish me luck!”

Val frowns, wondering what she means, but I gasp. “Wait, it’s today?”

Courtney nods. “My first proper session with a real producer in a real studio!”

At that, Val beams. “Oh my goodness! Good luck, Courtney!”

“Knock ‘em dead, Courtney. You’ve got this.”

She throws her arms around me in a tight hug. “Thank you so much.”

“Just do your best.”

A quick kiss on the cheek, and then Courtney also leaves the house. Now it’s just Val and I - and our old friends in The Human League, of course. But before we can get too comfortable, my phone begins chirping. It’s Marcus, my lawyer. I answer the call.

“Good morning, Marcus. To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”

“Red tape and bureaucracy,” he says, with a tired-sounding laugh. “Listen, it’s about The Russet. The city wants one final document to confirm the transfer of ownership.”

“Another one?” I rub the bridge of my nose. “Haven’t we already jumped through these hoops?”

“Yeah, yeah, tell me about it.” His exasperation is audible even down the phone line. “But this, they promise, is the last piece of the puzzle. After this, you are officially the owner.”

“Fine, fine. Do you want to email it across?”

“That’s the rub, Ian. They need a wet signature, witnessed by a professional, and it needs to be sealed and delivered this afternoon. Don’t worry, I’ve got one of my best associates on the case. She’s heading to you now. Should be there in twenty, thirty minutes.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open.”

I hang up and relay this latest development to Val. She listens, then gives me a familiar, knowing smile.

“Twenty minutes?” she says. “How will we spend the time…?”

I put down my coffee and go over to her.

~ Jada ~

Marcus briefs me on the way out the door, which is how he briefs me on most things, in the forty-five seconds between his office and wherever he’s going next.

"Straightforward errand," he says, handing me the envelope. "One signature, witnessed, sealed. We've done it a hundred times."

"Then why are you sending me instead of a courier?"

He pauses. "Because Ian Chandler is not the kind of client you send a courier to. He's been good to this firm and I want him to feel appreciated."

"Okay." I take the envelope. "Anything I should know about him before I go?"

Marcus considers this for slightly longer than I would expect for a simple property transfer. "He's a good man. Straightforward. Generous to a fault." Another pause. "And, he has an unusual household."

"Unusual how?"

"You'll see." He is already heading down the hall. "Just get the signature and don't be late for the Hendricks deposition."

That is the entirety of my preparation for meeting Ian Chandler.

I find the address without difficulty. It's a good street, well-kept, the kind of neighborhood that has been desirable for decades without making a show of it. The house itself is larger than I expected, a Victorian with more square feet than a single man could possibly need. I park, check the envelope one more time, then walk up the front path and ring the bell.

The woman who opens the door has auburn hair, is in her forties, and has the kind of composed elegance that makes you adjust your own posture without meaning to. She takes me in with calm, intelligent eyes and steps back without hesitation.

"You must be from Marcus's office," she says with a warm smile. "Come in."

I follow her into a hallway that smells of coffee and something else underneath it, the smell of a house that is genuinely lived in. There are books on a table by the door, a pair of sneakers that clearly belong to someone considerably younger than the woman in front of me, and a framed photograph on the wall that I glance at as I pass. A group of women, laughing at something outside the frame. The picture has the easy quality of something that wasn't posed.

"Ian is in the study," she says, leading me through. "I'm Val, by the way."

"Jada Washburne." I follow her down the hall. "Do you live here, Val?"

"I do." She says it simply, without any of the qualifying language people usually reach for when the answer requires context.

The study is warm and well-organized. Ian Chandler stands when I enter, a small social habit that tells you something about a person. He is older than I had pictured from the file, not dramatically so, but there is a settled quality to him, the particular ease of someone who has stopped trying to be anything other than what he is. He is also, I notice, without making a production of noticing, an attractive man.

"Ms. Washburne," he says. "Thank you for making the trip."

"Happy to." I set my bag down and open the envelope. "This shouldn't take long. One signature on each of the flagged pages, witnessed by me, and you're done."

"Finally." He says it with a mild, dry humor rather than frustration. "Marcus warned me there would be paperwork."

"Marcus warns everyone there will be paperwork, and nobody ever quite believes him until it arrives." I spread the documents on the desk and walk him through each flag in the order that matters, which is not always the order they appear on the page. He reads everything before he signs it, which I respect. Most clients at his level have stopped doing that, trusting the lawyer to have caught anything worth catching. Ian reads carefully, asks two precise questions, and signs where indicated.

While he is reading, I take the liberty of looking around the study. Floor-to-ceiling shelves, no particular system visible but clearly not random either. A record player on a side table with a sleeve propped against the wall. An armchair that has been sat in so many times it has shaped itself to whoever sits in it most. A second armchair, slightly different in style, that carries the same evidence of regular use.

Val has settled into the second one without ceremony, which tells me something about how this house operates.

"Marcus mentioned you handled the Courtney Price situation," I say, while Ian is on the second-to-last page.

He glances up. "He mentioned it to you?"

"He mentioned it in the context of the property transfer." I keep my voice neutral. "He seemed pleased with how it was resolved."

"It resolved the way it should have." Ian goes back to the page. "A few weeks later than it should have, but that's the nature of these things."

"The non-compete clause was always going to fall apart under scrutiny," I say. "I read the original contract when Marcus pulled it for the file. The rights language was a particular mess."

He looks up again, this time with a different quality of attention. "You read the contract?"

"I read everything that comes through the office when I have the time," I say it the way I mean it, which is not as impressive as it sounds and not as casual either. It’s simply what I do. "It was instructive. The kind of document that tells you a great deal about the person who drafted it."

"And what did it tell you?"

"That Doyle was confident enough to be careless and not careful enough to know the difference." I cap my pen. "Last page."

He signs it. I countersign as a witness, apply the seal, and the whole thing is done in twenty minutes, which is about what I expected.

Val stands and says, "Please excuse my manners, but can I offer you coffee? Gina has been experimenting with Colombian blends. It's strong, but it's good."

I should say no. The Hendricks deposition is at eleven, and I have forty minutes to get back across town. I usually say no to things like this as a general rule, because yes tends to lead to delays, and I prefer to control my schedule.

"Just a quick one," I hear myself say instead.

Val goes to the kitchen and I become aware that I am now alone in the study with Ian Chandler, which is not a situation I planned for and which I find, without quite expecting to, interesting.

"How long have you been with Marcus?" he asks as he’s sliding the signed documents into the envelope.

"Three years. I came out of the DA's office." I sit in a chair across from the one Val vacated. "I wanted to try out the civil side. The DA's office is all conflict, all the time."

"And Marcus's office is quieter?"

"Comparatively." I look around the room again. The photograph on the desk is another group shot, different from the one in the hall. The same general cast of people, though I can only make out a few faces clearly. "Marcus said your household was unusual."

Ian sets down the envelope. He smiles and does not look remotely defensive about the observation. "He did, did he?"

"He did. Then he declined to elaborate, which Marcus never does unless he thinks the explanation will be better received in person."

Ian looks at me with an expression that is somewhere between amusement and appraisal. "What is it you're actually asking, Ms. Washburne?"

"I'm not asking anything," I say. "I'm making an observation."

"Which is?"

"That this house has been lived in by several people for some time, that the people in question appear to be women of varying ages, that the woman who answered your door is clearly at home here without being its owner, and that none of this matches the mental image I had of a widowed former tech executive living alone in Ann Arbor." I pause. "That's all."

He is quiet for a moment. Not uncomfortable, just thinking.

"Would you like the short version or the long one?" he asks.

"I have about fifteen minutes."

"Then the short version is that I've been fortunate enough to share this house with people who needed a home, and the arrangement suits everyone involved." He says it without fanfare or qualification. "The long version involves considerably more coffee."

"Then we'll save the long version for another time," I say.

Val returns with two mugs, sets them down, and sits in her chair. I take the mug. The coffee is, as advertised, aggressively strong and very good.

We sit in the comfortable quiet that the study seems designed to produce, and I find myself not reaching for my phone, which is unusual for me. I am almost always reaching for my phone.

"The Russet is a good venue," I say, after a moment. "I've been a few times. Saw a jazz trio there last spring."

"The acoustics are good," Ian says. "Better than the previous management understood."

"Courtney Price." I wrap both hands around the mug. "I looked her up after I read the file. She's very talented."

Something in Ian's expression shifts, just slightly. It is the expression of a person who has heard exactly what they hoped to hear and is not going to make a performance of it. "She is," he says simply.

I finish the coffee in what is, by any reasonable measure, too short a time for something this good. I stand, take my bag, and hold out my hand. He shakes it. His grip is what I expected, firm without being anything other than what it is.

"Thank you for the coffee," I say. "And for making time to see me."

"Thank you for bringing it in person." He walks me to the front door with Val in tow. "Give Marcus my best."

"I will." I am at the door when a thought occurs to me, or rather, a thought I have already been thinking surfaces clearly enough to act on. I turn back. "The property transfer documentation will need to be registered with the city assessor's office within thirty days. Marcus will send the instruction letter, but someone will need to deliver the registered copy in person to confirm the chain of title." I pause. "It would typically be handled by an associate."

Ian looks at me with those calm, attentive eyes.

"I'm the associate," I tell him.

"Then I suppose I'll see you again," he says.

"You suppose correctly." I put on my sunglasses and walk down the path to my car. Behind me, I hear Val say something, low and amused. I don't catch the words.

I don't need to.
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~ Ian ~

“She seems nice,” Val says, closing the door on Jada’s car as it rolls out of the drive. “I mean, as far as lawyers go, she’s kind of charming.”

“Agreed.” I head back to the study and take Jada’s empty mug to the kitchen. There is a thin, faint smudge of lipstick on the rim.

“Pretty, too.”

“Hmm?” I turn to Val, unsure why she’s wearing such a smile. “Who, Jada?”

“Oh, come now. Don’t act like you didn’t notice.”

“Well, yes, obviously. She’s young, nice looking. Charming.”

“Is that all you noticed?” Val’s smile has a slight teasing edge to it now. She leans against the kitchen table, hands on hips, relaxed and easy.

“I noticed that she seemed interested - maybe that’s not the right word, intrigued is better - by the arrangements in the house.”

Val nods, confirming that she had the same thoughts. “And surprisingly little judgment on her end.”

“That doesn’t mean much.” I make an offhanded gesture. “The lady is a lawyer, I’m sure that she’s encountered far stranger living situations than ours. As a lawyer, she probably has to hide her feelings about every situation. I’m not going to read into her asking questions. If anything, it was professional courtesy and politeness, getting to know a client.”

“Maybe. Maybe.” Val gives a coy tilt of her head. “How about this? If she makes contact again, she’s intrigued. The more unnecessary the contact, the more intrigued she is.”

“I think you’re reading an awful lot into a few polite questions, Val…”

“Am I?” That smile turns wicked. “I don’t think so, Ian. A woman knows these things.”

That makes me chuckle. “I would never doubt your feminine intuition. I’ve lived with women for long enough to know when my own instincts are woefully outmatched. What happens if you’re right about Jada?”

She thinks for a moment. “If I’m right, we’ll roleplay a little scenario I like to call, The Gardener and the Housewife.”

We laugh. I don’t define what will happen if I win our little wager. In truth, deep down, I already have a nagging suspicion that she is one hundred percent correct in her assumptions about Jada Washburne.

We only have a few hours to wait before the answer arrives. Val and I spend the day as we usually do - she tends to the garden in the late morning sun, I spend some time leafing through various legal paperwork for this house and The Russet. We reconvene for lunch and enjoy some sandwiches that Gina has already prepared and left in the fridge for us. Then we spend some quality time in the main bedroom together, before relaxing in the study. I’m sitting on the couch, reading a book, while Val reclines with her head in my lap. Our peaceful solitude is broken by my phone chirping with an incoming call. I scoop it up and answer.

“Hello, this is Ian.”

“Ian. It’s Jada.”

Val doesn’t move. She just smiles that charming smile, still resting in my lap. The perfect encapsulation of a woman who knows that she was right but isn’t going to spoil the moment by saying anything.

“This is a pleasant surprise. Did I forget to sign something?”

“Not at all.” There’s a smile in her voice that’s equally as pleasant as the one gazing up at me now. “I wanted to give you the good news directly. The paperwork has been accepted, stamped, and logged with the city. Congratulations, The Russet is now officially your property.”

“Wonderful news, thank you, Jada.”

“I’m just the errand girl. Marcus is the one to thank for all the hard work.”

“We both know you’re far more than an errand girl. “

There’s a brief pause, followed by a single sound of amusement. She says, “Speaking of Marcus, I’m sure he’ll want to give you the good news himself later. Would you mind acting as if I haven’t already told you?”

“Of course. Our secret.”

“Thank you.”

In the background, I hear a muffled voice saying something like, Cappuccino for Jada? There’s a brief rustle down the line as she accepts her drink and moves to a quieter spot. I’m picturing her inside a coffee joint downtown.

“You know,” I say, fighting the urge to smile, “Gina’s bakery is pretty close to where you are now. Why don’t you grab yourself a pastry for the trip back to the office? I promise, they’re worth it.”

“And how do you think you know where I am right now?”

“Well, if I had to guess, you’re at the independent coffee shop a little way down the block from city hall. It’s good quality, fair price, and thrives on quick business. It’s also not a chain, unpretentious, and serves good java.” There is silence down the line and for a brief second I wonder if I’ve gone too far.

“What makes you think I wouldn’t choose the Starbucks opposite city hall? It’s much closer.”

“At this time of day, it’s probably busy. But even if it wasn’t, I think you would always choose to walk a little further for something that tastes better, plus the added bonus of supporting a smaller, local joint instead of a chain. How am I doing?”

“You’re dead on the money.” It sounds as if she’s begrudgingly impressed by my powers of deduction. “Next you’ll tell me how I take my drink.”

“You strike me as a no-nonsense sort of woman. Black. No sugar.”

“Close.” Now I hear amusement in her voice. “One sugar. Need a little sweet in my sour.”

“Can’t be right all the time.”

We both laugh at that. I wait for her to speak. There’s a short, thoughtful pause on the line before she talks again.

“I presume that Marcus will send the hard copies through for your peace of mind. Naturally, we will keep duplicates in the office on file for you if they’re ever needed.”

I confess, I am a little disappointed that she’s shifted the conversation back to business, but it’s understandable. I say, “That’s fair. Would they be ready today?”

“Of course. I just need to get back to the office and put the company stamp on the papers.” There is the ghost of hesitation, a fleeting pause. “If I get these stamped this afternoon, I can mail them once I leave the office. They’ll be with you in a day or two.”

In my lap, Val purses her lips. We make eye contact and I see something in her expression. Mischief. Encouragement. Approval. I take a shot in the dark.

“Why don’t I save the stationary and come collect it from you?”

“From… me?”

“It’s only fair. You came all the way here today to make sure it got signed. The least I can do is return the favor.”

She pauses, so I attempt to sweeten the deal.

“I’ll bring a coffee with me. Decaf, because I don’t think you’ll want extra caffeine at that hour.”

That makes her laugh. “Fine, fine. There’s a small cafe around the corner from the office. I’ll meet you there after five.”

“Not at the office?”

Jada’s tone is filled with wicked good humor. “No. This way I can bill for overtime, meeting a client outside working hours.”

I laugh and hang up.

Val says, “Well, that escalated quickly. You can’t help yourself, can you?”

“Relax, sweetheart. Jada’s not looking for my help.”

“Then why are you meeting her for coffee?”

“Because I have a feeling that she’s more curious about this house than she’s let on. So I’m going to give her the space to ask everything she wants to ask.”

I get to the cafe before five and take a seat. It’s almost the end of the business day, so the place is winding down and more people are leaving than arriving. There’s plenty of room, so I take a booth with a good view of the room, order the drinks, and get comfortable.

Jada arrives at three minutes after five, looking every bit as radiant, charming, and fiercely intelligent as she did when we first met earlier today. Her eyes sweep across the room, spot me, and keep sweeping. Only then does she walk over and take the seat opposite, placing her bag on the booth cushion and sitting before me with a curious smile on her face.

I break the silence first. “Glad you came, Jada.”

“Twice in one day. My other clients will think I’m playing favorites.” She keeps her cool, dark eyes on mine for a moment, her expression thoughtful. “I doubt you’re in a hurry to get this paperwork filed away. Why did you want to meet?”

“Because I have a feeling that you’re curious. I want to offer you a neutral, judgment-free space where you can ask whatever you want to know.”

“About what?”

We look each other in the eyes. She already knows the answer to that question. She takes a sip of coffee with a grateful nod and begins to talk.

~ Jada ~

I have spent the better part of the afternoon telling myself that the meeting with Marcus's client this morning was unremarkable. A routine errand. A pleasant enough house, agreeable enough people, good coffee. Not worth thinking about a second time.

I have not been especially convincing.

The truth, which I am willing to admit to myself, is that Ian Chandler's house got under my skin in a way I did not anticipate, and I’m sitting across from him in a cafe because I want to understand why. I take another sip of coffee and decide to be direct.

"The photograph in your study," I begin. "The one on the wall above the record player. How many women are in it?"

He considers. "Eight, I think. Possibly nine, depending on whether Aubry is in that particular one."

"And they all live with you?"

"Most of them. Some more than others." He says it the way people say things that are true and complicated, without being the least bit apologetic. "It's not as straightforward as it sounds."

"I imagine not." I set the mug down. "Marcus told me your household was unusual. He said it in the tone people use when they mean something they're not willing to put into words."

Ian smiles. It is, I have already noted, a good smile. "What did you decide it meant?"

"I decided to reserve judgment until I had more information." I look at him steadily. "Which is why I'm here."

"Then ask what you want to ask."

I appreciate his openness. I’ve spent enough time with people, usually attorneys, who make you work for every direct answer, to recognize a man who doesn't bother with that annoying game.

"Val," I say. "She introduced herself as a resident. She’s clearly not a student, not a young woman in a difficult situation, not the kind of person you'd describe as needing to be taken in. Yet she seemed entirely at home."

"She is entirely at home," Ian says. "Val has been with us longer than most. She's also a part-owner of the house, which I mention only because it answers the question you’re really getting at."

"Which question is that?"

"Whether these women are there because they need to be or because they want to be."

I hold his gaze. "And?"

"It starts as need," he says, "in most cases. But need and want have a way of shifting over time, and what the house is now is something that everyone in it has actively chosen to stay in." A pause. "Including Val."

I think about that for a moment. Across the cafe, someone laughs at something on their phone, loud enough to cut through the room. The after-work crowd is starting to fill the booths.

"The photograph," I say. "The women in it. They looked happy."

"They are happy." No qualification in it. Just a statement.

"That's either the most straightforward thing I've ever heard or the most well-rehearsed."

He doesn't seem bothered by that. "It's straightforward," he says. "But I have had enough practice explaining this to know that there's no version of it that sounds immediately credible. So I've stopped trying to make it credible and started just saying what it is."

"Which is?"

"A household of people who found each other at the right time and chose to stay." He wraps both hands around his coffee cup. "The specifics vary. The principle doesn't."

I look at him. He’s not acting. He’s just sitting in a cafe booth at five in the afternoon, being exactly what he appears to be, which is a man entirely comfortable with the choices he has made. In my experience, that quality is rarer than it should be.

"The women in the photograph," I say, and I keep my tone even and professional, the tone I use in depositions when I want someone to answer a question without knowing exactly what I'm building toward. "Are they… aware of each other?"

He doesn't hesitate. "Completely."

"And that arrangement works?"

"It does." A beat. "I understand that it shouldn't, by most conventional reasoning. But I've made my peace with the gap between conventional reasoning and actual outcomes."

I pick up the coffee again. Outside, a bus goes past the window, and the light shifts briefly. I choose my next words with the precision I use on contracts, finding the exact place to put the weight.

"I'm going to be honest with you," I say.

"I'd prefer that."

"When Marcus described your household as unusual, my first assumption was the obvious one. One man, multiple women. I expected something that would make me uncomfortable."

"And?"

"I spent forty minutes in your house, and the only thing that made me uncomfortable was how unremarkable it felt." I set the cup down. "The house felt like a house. Val felt like someone who lived in her home. The conversation felt like a conversation. None of it had the quality I was expecting."

Ian looks at me with an expression I am choosing to read as interested rather than anything more than that, for the time being. "What quality were you expecting?"

"Some sort of performance," I say. "People who live in arrangements that require explanation usually express their contentment. There's always a quality of demonstration about it; look how well this works, look how happy we are. Val didn't do any of that. She just made coffee and sat in her armchair."

He is quiet for a moment. "That's the most accurate description of this house that anyone outside of it has ever given me."

"I'm a lawyer," I say. "Accurate description is part of the job."

"It is." He looks at me. "Can I ask you something now?"

"Go ahead."

"What made you call this afternoon?"

I consider giving him the pat answer, which is defensible and not entirely false. Instead, I give him the honest one.

"Because the house was still in my head at three o'clock," I say, "and I've learned that when something stays in my head past the two-hour mark, there's usually a reason worth investigating."

He nods slowly. "And what's your working theory?"

"I don't have one yet." I hold his gaze. "That's what the conversation is all about."

He smiles again, and I allow myself to notice it for a full second before I look back down at my cup. Outside, the street has gone full evening, the light low and amber through the cafe window. I have approximately half an hour before I should be heading home, more if I'm willing to move the morning's prep work to tonight.

I’m willing to do just that.

"The woman in the photograph in the hallway," I say. "The redhead. She's new."

He blinks. "You got all of that from a photograph you walked past once."

"I got it from the fact that her posture is slightly different from the others. The others lean into the group. She was still a bit separate, the way people are when they're new somewhere and haven't yet stopped being aware of themselves." I pause. "She looks happy, though. Like someone who's just remembered what happy feels like."

Ian looks at me for a long moment. "Her name is Courtney," he says. "She's been with us a few weeks."

"I found her music after I pulled your file," I say. "She's very talented. It's good that she's out of that contract."

"It is," he says, and I hear in those two words the same thing I heard in his voice when I mentioned the photograph: a quiet pride that isn't about him and isn't trying to be.

The cafe is filling up steadily now. The barista behind the counter has switched the music from something ambient to something with a beat, the early-evening recalibration of a place that serves two different crowds depending on the hour.

I gather my bag from the cushion beside me, and Ian straightens in his seat, both of us acknowledging the natural end of the conversation without either of us quite reaching for it.

"The registered copies," I say. "I'll have them couriered to your house tomorrow morning. I should have said that from the start and saved you the trip."

"I'm not sorry you didn't," he says.

I don't answer that directly. I stand and pull on my jacket.

"You have a lot of people in your house on any given evening," I say. "Or so I gathered from the photograph."

"Usually," he says. "Tonight included, I'd expect."

"That must make for a busy kitchen."

"Gina manages it." He stands. "She's remarkable. They all are." A pause, the quality of which I find I am paying close attention to. "You should come and see for yourself sometime. Dinner, if you're free. The food alone is worth the drive."

I look at him. He looks back, and there is nothing in his expression that is asking for anything except what the words say, which is the most disarming thing about him. He is not pressing. He is not angling. He is simply offering.

"Which evening?" I ask.

"Any evening that suits you."

I pull out my phone and check the week ahead, not because I need to, but because it gives me a moment to arrange my expression into something that isn't as immediately interested as I suspect it looks right now.

"Thursday works for me," I say.

"Thursday it is," he agrees.

I pick up my bag. "I'll let Marcus know the paperwork is fully resolved."

"Give him my thanks."

"I will." I button my jacket and head for the door. At the threshold, I pause and turn back, not because I have anything else to say but because I want one more look at him in the cafe light, which is the kind of impulse I would normally edit out of my behavior before it reaches my feet.

Tonight I let it.

"Thursday," I say again.

"I'll tell Gina," he says.

I walk out into the evening and take the long route back to my car.
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~ Ian ~

“I’ve never met a lawyer before,” Harper says, with more than a hint of nervousness in her voice. “What’s she like?”

Val turns those sparkling, fiercely intelligent eyes to me. I gesture for her to take the lead. We’re in the back yard, bathing in the soft dusk glow after the last rays of sun faded, sharing a pitcher of virgin mojito lovingly created by Teri. We’re sitting in a loose circle on the grass, comfortable and relaxed, all except for Rene, who is reclining on a towel in the middle of our circle in just her underwear, as though she refuses to quit sunbathing even after the sun has disappeared. The only one of our group still missing is Courtney, who messaged earlier to assure me that she is still coming tonight. All eyes are on Val and I, all ears fixed on our recollection of meeting Jada a few days ago. Val answers Harper’s question.

“She’s young. Attractive. Driven. Honestly, Harper, she reminds me a lot of you in that way, except a few years older. She’s good at her job - she must be, to get to where she is at her age. Smart woman. There was this look in her eyes when I let her into the house for the first time.”

Aubry says, “What kind of look?”

“I think she understood. Maybe not entirely, and there was probably a lot wrong with her initial assessment of us, but it felt as if she got the dynamics of the house in a way that most people don’t, at least the first time they come in.”

That assessment gives Aubry pause. She nods, deep in thought, no doubt recalling her own reluctance in accepting the truth of the unusual bonds forged between all the members of our little group.

“But she didn’t have a hint of judgment,” Val adds, taking a sip from her glass. “She took it all in stride.”

That makes Teri giggle. “What would she have done if Ian wasn’t a client?”

I purse my lips. “Good question. She struck me as a strong, capable woman who doesn’t blush easily. Val could have opened the door in her underwear and got the same reaction.”

Rene perks up at the suggestion. “Hmm. Giving me ideas, darling.”

“Don’t frighten the poor woman.” But I still chuckle at her interest. “She’s coming to dinner out of curiosity. This is not a lawyer-client evening.”

Harper drains the last of her glass. “Does that mean we need to be careful about what we say?”

Her wide-eyed worry makes my heart ache. I say, “Harper, sweetheart, out of everyone who lives in this house, you are the least likely to attract the attention of a lawyer.”

The girls laugh. Harper blushes. Lorna leans forward and says, “What do you think you’ve done that a lawyer might be interested to hear?”

A blush creeps into the younger woman’s cheeks. “This time at college, the vending machine accidentally gave me two bags of chips when I only paid for one.”

Her nervous confession sends all of us into hysterics. She blushes even harder. Jamie drapes her arms around Harper and says, “You’re so goddamn adorable, Harp.”

An alarm beeps from the kitchen. Gina and Teri put down their glasses and hop up. Gina grins. “That’s dinner ready. We’ll start plating, come take your seats in five minutes.”

“Yes ma’am,” Rene says, with a mock salute. “Does that mean I have to get dressed?”

“Not at all.” I give a faint shrug. “It just means that you won’t get any food.”

She pokes her tongue out at me and laughs. We finish our drinks and return the chairs to their rightful places, then head inside and sit at the table.

The doorbell rings at six fifty-nine on the dot. I glance at my watch and smile. Gina says, “Your new friend is punctual. I like that.”

“Did you expect otherwise from a lawyer?” I rise from the table and head through the hall. Jada is waiting at the front door. She’s had time to change out of her office-appropriate suit jacket and dark pants to a more comfortable blouse and skirt, although she still looks well-dressed as always. She hands me two bottles of wine.

“I didn’t know if you prefer red or white, so I got both. Thanks.”

I step aside to let her in and close the door. Jada takes a second to compose herself. I glance at the bottles of wine in my hands. Good labels. Not cheap brands.

“Thank you, Jada. Very kind. These will make you very popular with the girls, I’m sure.”

Footsteps pad down the stairs beside us. It’s Rene, now dressed. Well, almost dressed. She lifts her hair and turns to show the back of her elegant, form-fitting dress, where the zipper hangs open.

“Ian, do you mind doing me up?”

I set the wine down and ease the zipper into place. Rene turns and gives me a kiss on the cheek. She’s got that wicked smile, the one that hints she’s up to something mischievous.

“Thanks, darling. I know you prefer unzipping me, but sometimes a girl needs the opposite.”

She winks and heads to the kitchen, hips swaying with enticing elegance. I take the bottles of wine and turn to Jada, who seems totally unperturbed by that interaction.

“That’s Rene. You’ll have to get used to her. She likes pushing buttons and testing people, especially new people.”

“Not a problem.” A smile touches her full, sensual mouth. “I can handle her, don’t worry about me.”

I lead Jada through to the kitchen. With all the people living, loving, and eating in this house, I’ve recently purchased a new kitchen table so we can all sit and dine together as a group. Now we can sit comfortably together and there’s plenty of space for extra guests to join us. The girls are all sitting ready, leaving spaces for Jada, Courtney, and myself. I place the wine on the table - Lorna makes a little noise and reads the label - and pull out a chair for Jada. She sits between Teri and Jamie, giving a little smile to the inquisitive eyes now looking in her direction.

“Ladies,” I say, “this is Jada. She’s been instrumental in helping me close the purchase on The Russet. Thanks to her, the sale has all gone through.”

The girls give Jada warm greetings.  She waves her hand. “Ian gives me too much credit. I promise you, Marcus did all the heavy lifting, I’m just the paperwork delivery girl.”

The wine is opened and drinks are poured. Gina and Teri pass full plates of delicious-smelling chicken and pasta around. Before we begin eating, Teri looks at me with a worried expression.

“Is Courtney coming? Should we wait?”

As if in response, the front door bangs open at that very second. The sound is immediately followed by the clatter of feet scurrying down the hall toward us. Courtney bursts into the kitchen with a huge smile and shining eyes. Her guitar is still strapped around her chest and the neck almost catches on the door frame before she remembers and sets down to one side, out of the way.

“I’m so sorry! I didn’t forget, I promise! Holy cow, it smells amazing!” She slips into the last empty chair and inhales the delicious aroma again. “Damn, I’m starving. I barely ate today!”

“You haven’t missed anything,” Gina says, pouring a glass of wine and passing it across. “We’ve literally just sat down. This is Jada.”

Courtney looks around the table and spots our new guest. Her eyes widen with delight. “Hi Jada! I’m Courtney! Really sorry I’m late to the party. How are you doing? You’re a lawyer, right?”

Jada takes this rat-a-tat outpouring of information and questions in stride. She offers a polite smile and finishes chewing her food before replying. “Hello Courtney, yes, I’m a lawyer. I read through your paperwork with Marcus.” Courtney’s nose wrinkles. “I’m glad to see you’ve moved on to better things now.”

“You don’t know the half of it! I had my first proper sit-down session with a real music producer a couple of days back and now we’re working together, like really working together, and recording my songs and I’m having the best freaking time. I can’t thank you enough for helping me out with everything, Jada.”

“It was a pleasure.” There’s a twinkle in her eyes that suggests it was more than mere professional obligation on Jada’s end. “There’s nothing I hate more than restrictive contracts designed to trap the signee. Speaking of which…”

Jada produces a business card and slides it across to Courtney.

“Once you’re finished recording those songs of yours, when the time comes to sign something, you call me before you even touch the paperwork, understand?”

Courtney takes the card with a big smile. “Thanks!”

Rene extends her hand to Jada and says, “Hey, can I get one of those, too?”

“Sure, but you should know that I’m not a criminal lawyer, I only handle civil cases.”

“How did you… No, actually, nevermind.”

I watch these interactions with pride in my heart. It always thrills me to see how effortlessly my girls welcome new people to the table. I dab my lips with a napkin and turn my attention to our guest. “Well, Jada, we know that you’re a lawyer and we know that you’re partly responsible for helping extricate Courtney and The Russet from bad deals. Why don’t you tell us a little more about yourself?”

~ Jada ~

Ian poses the question with the easy assurance of a man who is genuinely curious. Nine faces turn toward me with varying degrees of interest, none of them displaying the polite-but-absent quality that typically accompanies this sort of inquiry at a dinner party.

I take a sip of wine and decide to offer them the honest version.

"I’m from Detroit, originally," I say. "The eldest of three girls. My parents are still there, in the same house where I grew up." I pause. "Still married, which is a statement that carries more complexity than it sounds."

"How so?" Val asks. She asks it the way she seems to do most things: directly, and without any sense of apology.

"They've been together thirty-one years. Faithful, stable, never a missed mortgage payment." I turn the wine glass slowly by its stem. "Also profoundly unhappy for most of it, as far as I could discern growing up. Not dramatically so. Just quietly, consistently unhappy, the way people become when they've prioritized the form of something over the substance of it and no longer know how to articulate the difference."

The table is quiet, attentive.

"They stayed for us children first," I say. "Then out of habit. Then, eventually, out of a mutual understanding that leaving would require admitting something neither of them was prepared to acknowledge." I look at the glass. "I spent a significant portion of my childhood watching two people manage a relationship rather than live in one. It made me a very keen observer of other people's arrangements. It also made me allergic to performing a contentment I don't actually feel."

"Is that why you became a lawyer?" Jamie asks. She has that journalist's quality of asking the specific question that reaches the point fastest.

"Partly," I say. "I became a lawyer because I believe in systems that actually work. Not systems that look right on paper. Systems that deliver what they promise." A beat. "The law does that when it's applied correctly. Personal arrangements don't always."

"Until they do," Lorna says, with the particular smile of someone who knows exactly what she's talking about.

I look at her. "Until they do," I agree.

Courtney is watching me with open interest from across the table. Harper looks like she is filing everything away for later consideration. Rene has the expression of a woman who has already formed an opinion and is waiting to see if the rest of the evening confirms it.

"Michigan for undergrad," I continue, because Ian asked and I intend to answer fully. "Full scholarship. Law school after that, then straight to the DA's office."

"Criminal prosecution?" Aubry asks. She is the quietest person at the table, which I have noted, and she asks questions in the economical way of someone who doesn't use words she doesn't need.

"Four years of it," I say. "Seventy-hour weeks, interesting cases, the genuine satisfaction of occasionally putting someone away who deserved it." I pause. "And then one afternoon I sat in my car in the parking garage and tried to think of one thing in my life that I had chosen because I actually wanted it rather than because it was the logical next step, and I couldn't come up with one."

The table is quiet for a moment.

"How old were you?" Harper asks.

"Twenty-eight," I say. "Which is young enough to do something about it and old enough to feel embarrassed that it had taken that long."

"What did you do?" Gina asks.

"I quit the DA's office. I moved here to Ann Arbor. I joined Marcus's firm because civil law was the thing I kept gravitating toward when I let myself." I take a sip of wine. "And right before that, I broke off an engagement."

Several expressions shift around the table. Not with judgment, just with the interest of people who are paying genuine attention.

"Eight weeks before the wedding," I say. "He was a good man. Completely suitable by every measure that had been applied to my life up to that point. Successful, kind, from the right kind of family." I set the glass down. "I also had a very clear moment of understanding that I was about to spend the rest of my life being comfortable and nothing else. And I decided that wasn't enough."

"Good for you," Rene says. She says it flatly, with no drama, which makes it mean considerably more than it would if coming from someone else.

"The response I got was not universally that generous," I say. "My mother didn't speak to me for months. I lost a bunch of friends who had organized their lives around couples' dinners and found a single woman… inconvenient. My ex-fiance's sister sent me a letter that I won't describe in detail at the dinner table."

That gets a laugh from several people, including Ian.

"The point is," I continue, "that I learned something useful from all of it. I learned that most people's discomfort with an unconventional choice stems from their own assumptions, not the choice itself. And I learned that the social cost of doing what you actually want is almost always lower than the cost of spending your life doing what looks right."

I glance at Ian when I say this, not pointedly, just because it's the honest direction to look. He meets my eyes without any particular expression, which I am coming to understand is his version of acknowledgment.

"Which brings me," I say, "to why I'm sitting at this table."

"Does it?" Val asks. That small, knowing smile again.

"It does." I look around the room at nine women who are various degrees of at home in this kitchen, and at Ian at the head of the table, and I decide to say the true thing rather than the diplomatic one, because the true thing is what this table appears to deal in.

"I've spent a significant portion of my adult life thinking about what makes an arrangement work versus what makes it look like it works. I grew up in a house where the form was intact, but the substance was hollow. I was engaged to someone where the same would have been true. I've been professionally skeptical of documents that promise one thing and deliver another." I pause. "And then I walked into this house and spent forty minutes in it and couldn't find the gap between the form and the substance."

"There isn't one," Harper says, with the simple certainty of someone who has never felt the need to defend it.

"I'm beginning to understand that," I say.

Gina refills my glass without being asked. Courtney is nodding slowly across the table, with the expression of someone who arrived at a similar conclusion by a different route. Aubry is watching me with the focused attention of a photographer deciding whether something is worth shooting. Teri looks quietly pleased, the way she does, I am learning, when something has confirmed an opinion she already held.

"Can I ask something?" Jamie says.

"Sure."

"The engagement." She chooses the words carefully, like a journalist. "When you called it off. Were you scared?"

I think about that seriously before I answer. "Of the fallout, yeah," I say. "Of the decision itself, no. The decision felt like the first thing I had done in years that came from an actual preference rather than a script." I pause. "The fear and the clarity were both present at the same time. The clarity was louder."

Jamie nods. She writes nothing down, but I can see her filing it away.

Rene says, "You said you've been thinking about what makes an arrangement work. Have you reached a conclusion?"

"A working theory," I say. "That the arrangements that work are the ones where everyone in them is genuinely choosing to be there, not just going through the motions, and where the terms are sincere rather than assumed." I look around the table. "Which appears to describe this house."

"It does," Ian says. It is the first thing he has said in several minutes, and he says it without elaboration, the way he seems to say most things.

I look at him across the table. "Growing up watching my parents manage their marriage rather than live in it gave me a very low tolerance for the gap between what something claims to be and what it actually is," I say. "Your house doesn't have that gap. I find that genuinely remarkable, and I'm not a person who uses that word loosely."

The table is quiet for a moment in the way it gets when something true has been said, and everyone present knows it, and nobody feels the need to fill the silence.

Then Courtney says, "Okay, but can we also talk about the fact that she called off a wedding eight weeks out and came out the other side looking this put together, because I need to know how that's done."

The table breaks into laughter, and the evening finds its pace again, warm and easy, the way it has been since I walked through the front door. Gina passes a second round of pasta. Lorna asks Courtney about the recording session. Harper tops up her own glass and then mine without being asked, which is the second time someone at this table has done something exactly the right thing without being asked.

I sit back in my chair and let the evening flow around me. I think about the parking garage and the months my mother didn't speak to me, and the letter from my ex-fiancé's sister. I realize now that every painful, expensive, and illuminating step of that journey was leading here: to a kitchen table in Ann Arbor on a Thursday night. In this space, nine women and one man share a meal with such authenticity that no one feels the need to resort to any artificial performance.

When you are facing what is right, clarity usually rings louder than fear. Feeling that certainty, I pick up my wine glass and decide to stay for dessert.
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~ Ian ~

There’s a brief gap in the conversation as the table is cleared and reset. Teri and Gina work together like a well-oiled machine - better than that, they’re a whirlwind of organic movement and incredible chemistry - removing all the dirty plates and setting the table for dessert. This short interruption allows Jada to sit back in her seat and enjoy a few sips of wine while chatting to Lorna. I let my eyes linger on Jada without leering or openly staring. She’s an attractive woman, as Val so acutely observed earlier this week. She’s damned attractive. Not just her looks, her figure, or her appearance, but the eyes. Jada is a keen observer. That much was obvious in the way she opened up about her past and all the events that have brought her to our kitchen table. But it’s also readily apparent in the way she watches, waits, gathers information, and then chooses to act. Jada has self-control, intelligence, and thoughtfulness in spades. These are qualities that a person learns from years of restraint. She strikes me as a natural-born lawyer. More than that; Jada is someone who yearns to make a difference in her life and help others. In a way, she’s some kind of kindred spirit.

Then, in a matter of moments, Gina and Teri set two dessert dishes on the table. The exquisite scent of apple pie wafts around the room and, even though we’ve already enjoyed one meal, our mouths begin to salivate all over again.

“Holy hell, Gina,” Rene says, dragging the dish toward her plate. “This gets better every time you make it, I swear. What’s your secret?”

Gina takes her seat with a beaming smile. “There’s no secret. Just fresh apples, hand-rolled pastry, and plenty of love.”

The dishes are passed all around the table and everyone takes a slice of Gina’s wonderful pie for themselves. There’s a short, contemplative silence, followed by the murmur of approval as everyone nods and silently tells Gina how wonderful her food tastes. Jada covers her mouth with slender fingers and says, “You made this?”

“I sure did. I run a bakery downtown, feel free to drop in. Although you’ll have to get there before lunch, I usually sell out by two in the afternoon.”

“I’m not surprised. It’s incredible. I haven’t tasted anything like this since… well, since my mom baked one when I was a kid.”

Gina almost blushes at such high praise. We fall silent for a moment and enjoy this immaculate apple pie. I catch Jada’s eye across the table. Her plate is empty. She says, “So, I told you my story. Now, I’d like to know yours. Marcus said that this was an unusual house and that’s putting it mildly. But the strangest part is that it doesn’t feel unusual, at least, not from the inside.”

“Thank you, Jada.” I put down my fork and push the empty plate away. “That’s maybe the best thing anyone has said about our home the first time they’ve eaten with us.”

Courtney giggles. “I said it was a cult.”

That gets a little laugh. Jada’s soft lips lift at the corners. She turns those sharp, piercing hazel eyes back to me.

“I can understand why Marcus would describe this place in such a way. To be honest, if he’d said that my client lived in a home with almost a dozen young women, I would have come armed with a hundred preconceptions, and they would have been wrong.”

Lorna touches Jada on the arm. “Not all of them, I’m sure. Just most of them.”

They share a knowing smile. I lace my fingers together and lean back into the chair. “Ask me anything, Jada. There are no secrets in this house.”

She gestures to the room at large. “Start from the beginning. How did you wind up here?”

“A fair question. Honestly, I ask myself the same thing almost every morning. I suppose the simplest way to explain it all is like this. I used to be a professor at the college nearby, then I left and went to San Francisco. Got lucky with a company I founded, made enough money to do whatever I wanted. Then my wife got sick and passed away and I lost that drive. So I moved back here, bought this home from an old friend with the intention of spending my remaining days reading all the books in the library. Then, by pure chance, I ran into Lorna, one of my former students. She needed help and I was in a position to offer it. One thing led to another and… well…” Now I gesture at the room. “That’s the condensed, Cliff Notes version. I’ll go into as much detail as you like, but I’ll let the others tell you their stories if they want.”

“It’s good enough to get my head around,” she says. “And it helps me paint a picture of your lifestyle. Forgive me if this sounds a little blunt, but how does it work? Obviously, this isn’t strictly a platonic arrangement.”

She says it so casually, yet with such certainty that I can’t help smiling. Practically everyone we encounter has a way of dancing around the subject of sex and the more personal details of our arrangement. But Jada cuts straight to the heart of the matter in that keen, bold way only a lawyer can manage.

“You’re right in that regard, Jada. But the answer isn’t quite as straightforward as the question. We don’t have any hard and fast rules when it comes to sex. You’ll find that this is a free and open house.”

“The thought had occurred to me.” Amusement touches her lips again, accompanied by a glimmer in those dark eyes. Once more, I am struck by just how damned attractive Jada Washburne is.

“I want to stress, for the record, that I have never insisted on sex with anybody under this roof.”

Lorna picks up the thread. “The way I remember it, Ian, I damn near threw myself at you to get you into bed.”

“That’s true. As I said, I was still in mourning. The thought of having sex with someone new, even the very idea of being happy with another woman, was completely alien to me at the time. Thanks to Lorna, I soon came around on the idea. But I think we’re getting off-topic. You asked specifically how it works, correct?”

“Out of polite curiosity, I assure you.”

“Consider me assured. In truth, there’s nothing concrete. Everyone is free to do whatever they want with whomever they wish. The only real rule we have is no secrets.”

Teri raises her hand. “And we always eat together.”

“Two rules,” I say. “No secrets and we always eat together. But I never make demands of anyone’s time and I would certainly never insist that anyone come to bed with me.”

Val says, “If anything, the opposite is more likely.”

That gets a knowing chuckle from around the table. Jada nods, assessing and weighing up this new information before speaking again. A perfect lawyer.

“What about the girls who don’t sleep with you?” She looks at the others, expanding the net of the question around the table. “What do they do?”

There’s a brief silence as we all hear her words and interpret them before realizing what she means. Then something amazing happens. The girls place their hands on the table and lace their fingers with one another, forming an unbroken chain of connection.

Now, for the first time, I see a flicker of surprise in Jada’s face. But only a flicker. As soon as the expression sparks into life behind her eyes, she regains her composure and resumes control again. She says, “Oh, I see. Forgive me, I made an assumption.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jamie says. “Like the bedroom situation, there’s no hard-and-fast rules about who does what in this place.”

Jada swirls her wine glass with a thoughtful expression. “Is everyone here… bisexual?”

I have to imagine that a question like this would get a very different reaction in another home in the world. But in this house, under this roof, it’s met with something like genuine curiosity. Each of the girls ponders for a time. Aubry is the first to reply, with her wry smile.

“Not me. I’m strictly all about the ladies. This place is like an all-you-can-eat buffet, an analogy that’s as accurate as it is crude.”

Teri says, “I’ve always thought of myself as having no set rules about my sexuality.”

Jamie chimes in. “Same here. I’ve always been open to the gentler sex.”

“Speak for yourselves.” Val gives a soft chuckle. “I’d never entertained the idea until I met all of you. Now I wonder why it took me so damned long.”

Jada casts her inquisitive gaze around the others and is mostly met with shrugs and head tilts. Lorna says, “I think most of us are straight, or at least consider ourselves that way, but what does that matter? We’re here, we love each other, we all have a great time. Every day brings something new. I’ve never been happier than I am here, in Ian’s home.”

I raise a finger to interject. “Not my home, Lorna. Our home. It doesn’t belong to me.”

They all smile at that statement because it’s one hundred percent true. This house stopped being solely mine the second I welcomed Lorna through the doors. Now it’s a shared space filled with happiness, laughter, music, and, yes, sexual bliss.

“Thank you.” Jada drains the last of her wine. “I think I understand it better now. To be honest, I’m envious of you all. You have something unique here. Something everyone in the world craves.”

“What’s that?”

“A real sanctuary. You’re all free to be yourselves. No judgment, no worries. I’ve lived in shared accommodation with groups of women before and it never ended well. What you’ve made for yourselves here, it’s…” She shakes her head as if unable to find the word. “Thank you, again, for opening up to me.”

With that, she places her empty glass on the table. It makes a soft yet definite tap on the wood, the sound acting as a knell calling an end to our time together this evening. Harper says, “Will we get to see you again, Jada?”

“Honestly, that would be nice.” She indicates the empty plate. “This beats the hell out of my usual microwave meals and frozen dinners, that’s for sure. Unfortunately, I’ve signed and sealed the last of the paperwork, so my current business with Ian Chandler Holdings is currently concluded, at least until next time.”

Harper seems genuinely crestfallen at the prospect of not seeing Jada again. I drum my fingers on the table and say, “You helped me finalize my purchase of The Russet, but have you ever seen it, Jada?”

“I don’t think so. Maybe a couple of photographs. Why?”

“It would be a crime if you didn’t get to see what your hard work has done. Why don’t you come by The Russet tomorrow night? There are a couple of young students performing, and our very own Courtney Price is the headline act.”

Jada and Courtney exchange a look. The pride on Courtney’s face practically begs our new friend to come. But Jada doesn’t answer right away. Not that I thought she would.

“I’ve got a few things to do at the office,” she says. “But I can make it for eight.”

Harper bounces in her seat. “Yay! We’ll save you a seat. It’s going to be so much fun. Courtney is amazing, you have to see her!”

The others make sounds of agreement. Courtney slings an arm around Harper and gives her a kiss on the cheek.

Jada stands from the table. I rise to my feet as well. She says, “Thanks again for having me, it was lovely to meet you all.”

The girls wish Jada goodbye and she follows me down the hall toward the front door. I open it and let her walk through. She pauses on the step with that thoughtful look again, preparing to say something but choosing her words with a lawyer’s care.

“It’s strange. Most other men, actually, I think every other man on the planet, would be doing this just to have endless sex with all those gorgeous women. But that’s not why you’re doing this, is it?”

“No. It’s a happy by-product and I’m not going to turn it down, but you’re right.”

She studies me with those dark eyes. I feel her gaze drawing me in like a calm ocean, lulling me. It’s a remarkable feeling. She says, “Unusual was the right word. Whatever you have here, keep it. This place works perfectly.”

“Thank you, Jada.” I allow myself to smile at her praise. “You know, a few days before she passed, my wife told me to use the money to do good things. It’s strange to say, but I feel like I’ve made her last wish come true. I’ve never been as happy as I am right here.”

Jada lingers for a moment, on the verge of saying something, but changes her mind. Instead, she leans close and kisses me on the cheek. “Good night, Ian.”

“Good night, Jada. I hope this isn’t the last we see of you.”

She begins walking to her car and calls back over her shoulder, “Tomorrow at eight. The Russet. Save me a seat.”

Jada gets in her car and rolls away. I close the door to find the girls heading upstairs to bed.

“She’s nice,” Teri says. “So pretty.”

I take Teri by the hand and join the procession. I stop thinking about Jada Washburne and put all my attention on Teri’s wants and needs instead.

~ Jada ~

I tell myself on the drive over that I am going to The Russet because I helped purchase it and haven’t yet seen it in operation. This is true. It’s not the whole truth, but it’s enough to get me out of the office at seven-thirty and into my car without overthinking it.

I find parking half a block down and walk back toward the bar. Through the large front window, I can see it’s even busier than I expected for a Friday, which was a lot. I stand outside for a moment and take it in. The signage is the same. The structure of the place hasn’t changed, but even from the street, I can see the differences that new ownership brings when new ownership knows what it’s doing. Better light on the stage. A soundboard that looks like it was installed in this decade. The general atmosphere of a room that has been invested in rather than managed to a minimum of viability.

I go in.

Harper sees me before I’ve fully cleared the door, which shouldn’t surprise me but does. She’s as delighted to see me as she was when Ian extended the invitation at dinner, which I have spent the last twenty-four hours deciding is genuine and rather charming.

“You came,” she says with a bright smile as she rushes toward me.

“I said I would.”

“I know, but people say things.” She links her arm through mine and steers me toward a long table near the center of the room. “We saved you a seat. I made Rene move her coat.”

I resist a smirk. “I’m honored.”

“You should be. She was not happy about it,” she says with utter sincerity.

The table is loud and already two drinks deep, from what I can tell. Rene is at the far end, in conversation with Val and Teri, making a point with her wine glass that requires significant hand movement. Aubry is on her feet with her Leica camera, working the edges of the room with the focused quiet of someone who’s good at ignoring the people watching her. Gina and Lorna are across from each other, arguing about something that appears to involve the support act, who is currently doing a reasonable job with an acoustic guitar onstage.

It’s the loudest and most unguarded I have seen any of them, and the contrast with the dinner table versions of these people is immediately apparent.

At the dinner table, they were warm, open, and entirely comfortable. But the evening had its own sort of barrier, a subtle awareness that I was an outsider being granted a look into a world that was still quite private. In this room, that boundary has dissolved. What’s left is the group in its element, unfiltered and at ease, claiming a space that is theirs by more than just title.

I sit between Harper and Lorna and accept the drink Lorna flags down from a man in a black shirt bearing the name tag reading Jose, who nods at me with the recognition of someone who has been briefed.

“First time here?” Lorna asks.

“I was here once, a couple of years ago.”

“What do you think?”

I look around the room. “I think the previous owners underestimated what they had.”

Lorna smiles. “Yeah. They did.”

Ian is at the other end of the table from Rene, which puts him at the far end from me. He has a drink in front of him and is listening to something Jamie is saying with the full attention he seems to bring to most conversations. He has not looked toward the door since I arrived, which means either he didn’t see me come in or he’s leaving me to find my own way in the room, and I have spent enough time observing him to know it’s the latter.

I find I appreciate it.

The support act finishes to a warm round of applause. The room reshuffles itself while the stage is reset, people heading to the bar, chairs scraping, the volume lifting briefly before settling again. Rene appears at my elbow with her wine glass and the expression of a woman who has something on her mind.

“How are you finding us?” she asks.

“Favorably.”

“Good.” She looks at the stage. “Courtney is better live than she is on any recording. I want you to know that going in, because the recording is already remarkable.”

“I’ve heard it.”

“Then you know.” She looks back at me. “Ian said you found her YouTube clip in the file.”

“I find most things in the file. It’s the job.”

Rene considers me for a moment, recalibrating. Then she nods once, as if something has been confirmed, and goes back to her end of the table.

I turn to find Ian now looking in my direction. He raises his glass slightly. I do the same. He goes back to his conversation with Jamie. It is such a small exchange that it should not register, but it registers.

The lights on the stage shift, and the quality of attention in the room changes: people turn in their chairs, conversations trail off. Our table goes quiet without anyone calling for it. Rene puts down her wine glass. Aubry lowers the camera and sits.

Courtney walks out.

She adjusts the microphone without looking at the room, but when she settles the guitar across her body, she looks up.

Then she sings.

I have read about her. I have heard the recording someone grabbed from YouTube before Doyle had it taken down. I prepared myself accordingly, which turned out to be a waste of time, really. A recording is a document of a performance. What happens in a room when Courtney Price sings is something else, and it does not translate well to a phone speaker in a law office.

I stop analyzing and listen.

She plays six songs. I know because I count them, not deliberately, but because my mind does that. The last one is the longest, and the quietest, and the room at its end is silent for a full three seconds before the applause comes, which is not a long time in any objective sense, but is a very long time in a room full of people.

Our table erupts. Harper is on her feet. Lorna has both hands over her mouth. Even Rene is clapping with unguarded enthusiasm.

I clap alongside them without reservations. I haven’t clapped for a musician with this much eagerness since my law school days.

The table breaks apart in the way it does after something worth talking about happened, half of them heading toward the stage where Courtney is already surrounded, Rene and Val drifting toward the bar. I stay in my chair for a moment and look at the room.

I think about the file on my desk. Three years of a woman’s talent were reduced to two songs on a Tuesday night by two men who understood what they had and chose to contain it rather than develop it. I think about the contract, the non-compete clause, and the rights language that would not have survived a first-year law student’s scrutiny. I think about the ten minutes it took me to get Ian’s signature and the fact that those minutes, and the paperwork that preceded them, are part of the reason the room just went bonkers for a very talented singer.

Ian sits down in the chair beside me. Not his usual end of the table. He picked up his drink and came the length of the table to sit here.

“Well?” he says.

“Rene told me to adjust my expectations. She was right.”

“She usually is.” He looks at the stage, where Courtney is talking to a group of people with the open, animated energy of someone who has just done something they love. “The first time I heard her, I was at that table over there.” He nods toward the bar. “She stepped out from behind the counter, and I had no idea what was about to happen.”

“That must have been something.”

“It was,” he says with a look at Courtney.

I look at the stage. I look at the table of women he has brought with him on a Friday night to sit in a bar that belongs to them because he bought it for exactly the reason sitting on that stage right now.

I have spent three years handling transactions. Documents, signatures, chain of title, registered copies. The mechanisms by which one thing becomes another thing on paper. It’s work I am good at and find genuinely satisfying.

This is what the paperwork produces when it’s to the benefit of the right person.

“It works,” I say.

Ian looks at me. “The bar?”

“All of it. What you’ve put together. At the house, here. All of it.” I hold his gaze. “I came tonight because I helped purchase this building and wanted to see it again. That was the reason I gave myself.”

“And the actual reason?”

“I’m still working that out. But I think it has something to do with the fact that your house has been in my head for a week, and I’ve never had a client’s house stay in my head for a week before.”

He is quiet for a moment. Not uncomfortable. Just there.

“Stay for another drink,” he says.

I look at the table, at Harper now back in her chair and already waving me into the conversation, at Lorna pulling a chair around so the group can close in on itself more easily, at Aubry with the Leica up again, capturing something at the edge of the room.

“Alright. One more.”

I pick up my glass and turn my chair toward the table, and the group folds me back into itself, the way it seems to do everything, as if there was always a space here and it simply waited until I was ready to sit in it.

The one drink becomes two, which I saw coming and don’t touch. By the time the bar has started to thin out, it’s close to midnight. Courtney has long since come back to the table and accepted the attention of her household with the slightly overwhelmed composure of someone who has not yet fully adjusted to being celebrated.

I gather my jacket and bag and say my goodnights. Which takes longer than it should have, because Harper treats every goodbye like a farewell, and Lorna insists on confirming that I have her number, which I assure her I do. Courtney tells me to come back next Friday.

Ian walks me out.

The street is quiet and cold, the bar noise cutting off cleanly as the door swings shut behind us. We walk the half block to my car without hurrying. Our footsteps are the only sound on the pavement.

At my car, I turn and we stand there in the way of people who have more to say and are deciding how much of it to say in the moment.

“Thank you for coming,” he finally says.

“Thank you for the invitation.” I look back at the lit window of The Russet, at the shapes of the girls still visible at the table inside. “You told me at dinner that a venue run by people who actually want the talent to succeed was worth having.”

“I did.”

“You were right. About that and about most things, from what I can tell so far.”

He looks at me steadily. “‘Most things’ is a generous assessment from a lawyer.”

“It’s an accurate one. I don’t do generous,” I add with a touch of snark.

The corner of his mouth moves. “No. I don’t think you do.”

I open the car door. “Good night, Ian.”

“Good night, Jada.” He steps back from the curb but doesn’t move away. “Drive safe.”

I get in, pull the door shut, and start the engine. As I pull out, I see him in the rearview mirror. He’s still standing on the pavement, hands in his pockets, and he stays there until I turn the corner and he disappears from the mirror.

I drive home with both hands on the wheel, and the nice sense of peace that comes after an evening has gone better than you expected.
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~ Ian ~

Courtney is still buzzing by the time we get home. This is no surprise to me by now. She’s performed on stage at The Russet several nights a week for the last month or two, so I am well equipped to understand the burst of late-night energy that courses through her after a show. It’s a mixture of adrenaline, excitement, and the thrill of living her dream. If I’m being humble and playing it cool, the sight of her delighted smile is all the reward I need.

And if I’m being totally upfront and one hundred percent honest with myself, well, there’s little substitute for Courtney’s intense sexual appetite after a headline performance.

The headboard thumps against the wall in a steady rat-a-tat rhythm. The bed squeaks beneath our bodies. Her gasping, frantic moans are almost as wonderful as her vocal talents before the microphone. She gazes down at me with hooded eyes, lips parted, body rocking back and forth in my lap. Her hips roll with a desperate need that has me gripping her thighs to hold on and keep up. Courtney is doing far more than letting off steam, or making love, or showing her gratitude. This is years of frustration turned into sheer, intense, all-consuming rapture. Every frustrating hour, day, and month Courtney wasted working as a bartender has been boiled down and transformed into energy and this is how she’s choosing to burn it off.

Lucky me.

We’re not alone in this bed tonight. I rarely sleep alone and ever more rarely do I only sleep with one lover at my side. Tonight, Val and Rene are on the bed beside us, both enjoying the additional lack of inhibitions brought on by an extra glass of wine. They’re entwined in a passionate embrace, heads buried between each other’s thighs, both furiously and noisily lapping at the source of their pleasure. It’s a wonderful, intense, intimate thing to witness but I only have eyes for Courtney tonight. The way she lit up the stage was electrifying. Her performance was out of this world. Her confidence, talent, and bold self-assurance was a sight to behold. And now she’s brought all those exquisite qualities into the bedroom.

“Yes…. Yes…”

Courtney’s breathless exhalations of rapture only make this moment more intense and powerful. Between the sounds of her pleasure, the furious, muffled moans of the women beside us, and the symphony of the creaking bed, my ears are enjoying this almost as much as Courtney’s music.

I cling to her soft, creamy thighs, allowing her to move at whatever pace feels right. As she begins to lose control, her hips begin to buck and roll with ferocious intensity. Her hair swishes and sways in the air. Her incredible breasts shake with her gathering momentum. I try to add a few gentle thrusts and grinds of my own to increase her stimulation, but Courtney has everything covered. My role here is to let her enjoy this moment to the fullest and last as long as I can. Easier said than done, right?

Beside us, Val’s muffled squeals of bliss hit a crescendo. Her body trembles beneath Rene and she twitches, finally losing control, surrendering to the blonde’s insistent lapping tongue. Courtney glances at the two women. The ghost of a smile touches her lips. Then returns her attention to me and arrives at her destination.

“Ian! Oh! Yes!”

Words fail her. She can’t form coherent sentences any more, only long, wailing cries of passion and delight. Her entire body pulses with a single, fixed purpose, an all-consuming pleasure unique to her and her alone. She tightens around my aching manhood, her tunnel gripping and squeezing in the most intense way possible. Her eyes roll back in pure, unadulterated delight. For several long, wonderful moments, she remains in place, frozen by the power of her own climax, unable to move or speak. Then she crosses the peak of her climax and begins to glide back down the other side, returning to earth. She lets out a long, throaty cry of delight and slumps forward onto me, skin to skin, her breath rasping over my chest. She smiles.

“Oh, wow… I needed that so bad.”

I clutch her hips and begin to gently push up inside her, earning some fresh cooing sighs for my effort. Courtney allows her body to melt into me and surrenders control. I take charge now, making love to her from beneath with steady, tender strokes.

Val and Rene disentangle to our side separating into two flush-cheeked, twinkly-eyed women, smiling in glee. They share a brief kiss, then move to join Courtney and I. Val places a series of soft, sensual kisses on the younger woman’s body, each delicate touch causing Courtney to groan and tingle above me. Rene, meanwhile, heads south and her breath washes over my manhood as I glide in and out of Courtney. She presses her mouth to us and we gasp in tandem. The sensation of a hot pussy and an eager mouth drives me crazy and my restraint melts like butter in the sun. I start pushing, thrusting, driving myself into Courtney with newfound intensity now. Even after all the experiences I’ve shared with these amazing women, they still find new ways to push my buttons.

“God, Ian…” Courtney kisses me, her tongue greeting mine with urgency. “That’s so good, oh my God, I love you so much…”

“I love you too.” The words are clear despite my clenched jaw and tense muscles. She smiles in happiness and moans again.

Courtney and Val share a tender, passionate kiss together. Meanwhile, Rene’s silky tongue laps at my pulsing shaft and Courtney’s delicious wetness, caressing us with equal attention, making this moment feel even better. Warm mouth, soft tongue, hot breath, tight pussy - so many sensations course through me that I might come apart at the seams.

Between Courtney’s divine tightness and Rene’s insistent tongue, I can’t last any longer. I’ve already endured far beyond the limits of other mortal men. My fingers sink into Courtney’s soft skin and I begin to boil over. She can feel it in my pulsing shaft and see it on my face. She nods, smiling, eager for me to join her on the other side of the peak.

“Cum for me,” she says. “I need it.”

That’s all the encouragement I require. I erupt in a frenzy, unable to hold back any longer, gripping her body and pumping deep inside her. Courtney’s mouth opens and she groans in relief at the sensation of my climax. My balls contract and empty their load, further encouraged by Rene’s frantic mouth. Her lips and Courtney’s pussy work together as a perfect team with a singular goal. Now I’m the one trembling from head to toe with the overwhelming joy of a jaw-dropping climax. Val turns her mouth to me, placing those tender kisses on my face and neck and chest, sending me so far over the edge that I might never touch land again. I moan for Courtney, for Rene, and for Val, letting them know how amazing they all are.

And then I finally go limp on the bed, breathing hard. I share a smile with Courtney. She runs her fingers through my hair. Val and Rene cuddle up to us. Four bodies in one bed. Four bodies with one soul.

“Do you want to see her again?”

Val’s question drags me back to reality. It’s a lazy Saturday morning and we’re lounging naked in bed, both enjoying a cup of Gina’s latest creation - Venezuelan beans, milk, one sugar - while Courtney reclines between us, cuddled up to Val. I swallow my mouthful of bittersweet liquid and frown.

“I’m sorry?”

“Jada.” Val has her coffee in one hand, her free fingers gliding through Courtney’s hair with a lover’s caress. “Do you want to see her again?”

“It’s not… something that’s been on my mind.” I pause, racking my brain. Is that the truth? Or is that only what I’ve been telling myself? “Do you think we need another guest in the house?”

Val gives a gentle shake of her head. “I doubt Jada would accept such an invitation, darling. She’s an independent woman. She has a life, a career. She’s established and reached a certain level of comfort. No, I don’t think she needs support or strength in the way that most of us do. But she does strike me as needing something.”

I have a feeling that I know what she’s going to say. Despite that, I play along. “What do you think she needs?”

“Companionship.”

Such a simple word, spoken in a breezy, casual tone. But it’s a big word. One with weight. Meaning. Power. When all is said and done, don’t we all crave companionship? We yearn for the touch and scent and warmth of another. I am lucky enough that I can seek companionship in any one of these wonderful women at any time, so there are occasions when I forget that such feelings aren’t readily available to everyone in the world.

I cast my mind back to the other night, when Jada joined us for dinner. It was a good time. She was open, honest, descriptive. As I recall, she told a story about breaking off her engagement. That must have been a difficult moment for her, spiritually as well as mentally. No matter how strong she is, an experience like that would have left a scar. If she hasn’t had any companionship since ending that relationship, then it’s natural to assume she’s missing that vital, soulful connection to another person. Which means that her interest in this household is deeper than mere polite interest.

And now I’m starting to get a clearer picture in my head of Jada. Perhaps I’ve been looking at this all wrong. She might be a lawyer, a litigator who deals in facts and evidence and documentation, but she is also a woman. Outside of office hours, when she isn’t wearing the mask of professionalism, Jada has needs of her own. Needs that are not being met.

Val meets my eye. She says nothing. She doesn’t need to say anything. We’re both thinking the same thing. I break the silence first.

“I wouldn’t say no to seeing her again. I’ve enjoyed getting to know her.”

She finishes her coffee. “I’ve been thinking that I could use someone to read over the paperwork for my assets. You know, just in case. Maybe I’ll give her a call.”

“On the weekend?”

“Jada left her number.”

Of course she did. It should surprise me, but it doesn’t. “She might have reservations about getting further involved in our lives. She works for my lawyer.”

Val offers a cheeky wink. “Precisely. Your lawyer. I’m thinking of hiring Jada separately. I’m sure that a lawyer would be able to make all the right distinctions between my assets and what happens in your home.”

I chuckle into my cup. I enjoy another mouthful of coffee. This blend really hits the spot. “Sure. There’s no harm in asking. But this is all assuming Jada is at least partially open to the idea of… whatever we’re proposing.”

She smiles in that serene way she has when the truth is perfectly obvious to everyone except me. “Oh, Ian. Did you not see the way she looked at you? I think dear Jada only needs an invitation.”

~ Jada ~

I don’t recognize the number when my phone rings, but that’s not unusual. A lawyer has to answer when strangers call, regardless. “This is Jada Washburne.”

“Hi, Jada. This is Valerie Pierce, Ian Chandler’s friend,” a cheerful voice tells me. I smile that she still feels compelled to explain who she is, even though we spent the last evening together at The Russet.

“Hi, Valerie, of course I remember,” I tell her with a broad smile of my own. “What can I do for you?”

“First of all, I just wanted to say what a great time we all had last night.”

“Oh, the pleasure was all mine,” I respond. “Thank you again for inviting me.”

“That said, I’m calling to see if I can schedule some time with you professionally. I’ve been procrastinating like nobody's business about getting my affairs in order, and I really could use your help.”

I frown. “Getting your affairs in order? Is anything wrong, Valerie?”

She laughs. “Oh, no. Sorry. I’m fine, really. I just meant since…” She hesitates and I don’t rush to fill the void. I’ve learned over the years that when someone needs a minute to collect their thoughts, you shouldn’t interfere.

She sighs. “It’s a bit complicated, which is why I need your help. I’m in the process of moving my legal residence to Ian’s house, and I want to know if that’s going to be a thing with…” She hesitates again. “I’m not sure if you know the whole story, so I’ll just lay it out for you. Me and the other women who live here are equal owners of Ian’s house.”

“Wait, what?” I’m more than a little surprised. “Ian doesn’t own the house?”

“He owns it with us.”

“Did you have to buy in?” My background with the DA’s office is kicking in, activating my sense that some sort of scam has been perpetrated. And here I thought Ian Chandler was a nice guy. I should have known.

“Oh, no. Ian just added us as equal owners to the title. No money changed hands.” She laughs. “None of us were in a position to buy anything, to be honest.”

I’m speechless for a beat. “So, he just gifted you a share of the house?”

“He did. And he still covers all the expenses, of course, but we all own this place together.”

“All of you? Even Aubry? Who doesn’t live at the house, if I remember correctly?”

“Even Aubry.”

“And Harper?” She’s an adult, but a very young adult, to my mind.

“Even Harper,” Valerie explains patiently, her smile coming right through the phone even though it’s a voice call. “Look, I have all the documentation here at the house, if you want to stop by sometime next week.” She waits before adding, “Maybe for dinner again?”

My head is spinning. After last night, I knew I wanted to see Ian again, but without the girls for once. After whatever it was that happened last night, I needed time alone with him, if only to figure out how I really felt about this man of mystery.

A mystery that got deeper with every passing day.

“That sounds good, Valerie,” I say a beat too late, my mind a whirl. “Let me check my calendar at the office on Monday, and I’ll call you to firm up a time I can swing by.”

“That sounds lovely, Jada. I look forward to hearing from you.” She clicks off.

“Hi, Ian,” I tell him when I answer the door. I haven’t been this nervous on a date in years, mostly because this is one of the strangest dates I’ve ever been on. “Thanks for coming on such short notice.”

“Thanks for having me over, Jada,” he says, with his usual warm smile, while holding up what looks like an expensive bottle of wine. “This okay?”

“Of course, thank you,” I tell him as he hands it to me. “Come in,” I add, a second too late.

“This is a really nice apartment,” he says as he looks around. “How long have you lived here?”

“A couple of years.” I walk to my kitchen island to open the bottle. “Would you like a glass? Or something stronger?”

“A glass would be great, but allow me to open it for you, if that’s okay?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” I tease him with a straight face.

He startles slightly and is about to launch into some sort of liberal guilt explanation about one of the many causes men have to deal with these days, when I smile and give away my game. He smiles with obvious relief.

“It’s fine, Ian,” I tell him as I open a drawer to look for my corkscrew. “I’m not sure…”

“No need,” he says quickly, and pulls out a Swiss Army Knife keychain with a tiny corkscrew attached. “I’ll make do with this bad boy.” He liberates it smoothly from its hiding place in the body of the knife, and I have to laugh.

“I’m sure I can do better than that little thing,” I tell him. “But seriously, what are you, a Boy Scout or something?”

“I never had the pleasure of experiencing that particular cult, but isn’t their motto, ‘Be prepared?’” He quickly carves off the top of the cork cover and opens the bottle faster than I can find my corkscrew, so I give him a polite round of applause.

“By the way,” he says as he pours the wine into my only two wine glasses, “whatever you’re cooking smells absolutely delicious.”

I wave a hand but smile at the compliment just the same. “Well, it’s nothing really, just a lot of garlic and onion in a jar of tomato sauce.”

He frowns slightly. “Garlic, huh?” He arches an eyebrow, and I have to laugh again.

“It’s okay if we both eat it, isn’t it?” I manage through my laughter and embarrassment. It really has been a long time…

“It’s fine, really,” he says quickly. “But maybe we should talk a bit before dinner?”

“Yeah, I think that makes sense.” I take more than a sip of wine as I lead him to the couch in my living room and feel his eyes on my body as I go. It’s a good feeling, something I’m really not used to and didn’t really expect.

“This wine is amazing, by the way,” I tell him as we sit facing each other at a respectful distance.

“Thanks,” he responds gracefully. “One of the perks of spending five years in the Bay Area, I suppose, is learning more than anyone needs to know about wine.”

I smile and nod, waiting to see if he wants to go into more detail about his time in California to delay what we both know we really need to talk about, but he waits for me to take the lead. So I do.

“I guess we both know that I’m intrigued by you and your situation, Ian,” I begin. “I’ve never come across someone like you, and I certainly have never experienced anything like the household you live in.”

He nods and waits.

“And don’t get me wrong, I have no issues with what you’re doing or how you live your life. The women who live with you seem extremely happy and well-adjusted to the way you’ve arranged your lives together. Which is something of a small miracle all by itself, to be perfectly frank.”

Still, no response.

"So, what I'd like to talk about is where I fit into all of this. If I fit at all."

He nods slowly at that. "That's fair."

“So?”

“You fit in however you’d like to fit in, Jada. I don’t have any preconceived ideas about anyone’s place in our household.”

“Okay, but I’m not like the others, am I?” I pause and gather myself. “I don’t need anything from you, Ian. I have a good job, an apartment I cherish…” I almost ramble on, but nothing more comes to mind, which is a little depressing.

“Most people who get together don’t really need anything, Jada.” He’s maddeningly calm while I’m getting all riled up.

“Okay, that’s a good point. But let’s change the subject a bit, okay?”

“Anything you want.”

“Is this a black thing?”

He tenses. I know it’s unfair, but I have to ask and, more importantly, I have to know. “You’ve got almost a dozen women who seem to adore you and hang on your every word. I’m sure you never lack for company at night, or anytime, really. But what you don’t have is a black woman.” I pause and he composes himself but doesn’t rush to defend himself or even answer. This guy would make a hell of a trial attorney.

“That’s true,” he finally allows. I wait, but he doesn’t go on, so I take the wheel again.

“Have you ever been with a black woman, Ian?”

He doesn’t flinch. “No, I haven’t.”

“Have you ever wondered what it would be like?”

He pauses, which he should, in my opinion. Too quick a response would come off as highly improbable, especially if he denied experiencing any hint of jungle fever.

“No, that’s never even crossed my mind, Jada,” he says with a fair amount of believability.

I cock an eyebrow and side-eye him. “Really?”

“Really.”

“Even when we first met?” I could have sworn I felt a hint of interest on his part when I first went to his house, which I didn’t attribute to racial fetishizing right away. I’m an attractive enough woman that men notice me - I know that. But when I learned how many women he had living with him, and not just living with him, but living with him, I had to wonder.

“Even when we first met, Jada,” he says in a tone that is reassuring without being condescending, a tough line to straddle. “If I noticed anything when we met, it was how beautiful you were, and are.” He smiles, and fuck, I know he’s playing me, but fuck, he looks good. Too damn good.

“Come on, Ian,” I say with a weak smile. “Don’t spoil things by laying it on too thick.”

“I’m not, Jada. You’re an incredibly beautiful woman, and I was thrilled when you called me this afternoon. Surprised, but thrilled. I’ve never been asked out before.”

“Oh, come on, Ian. That cannot be true.”

“But it is.” He smiles again, and my panties almost melt. “Even for someone in my situation, it’s an incredible feeling to be asked out.” He pauses before adding softly, “Or in.”

I struggle to restrain myself. “Valerie told me about you giving your house to the girls.” I almost have to fan myself. “That’s an amazingly generous thing to do, Ian.”

“It only seemed right,” he says casually, as if anyone would do the same. “I like doing what’s right.”

“Ian,” I whisper, my voice catching.

“Jada.” There’s a ragged edge in his voice that turns my bones to mush.

“I’m not all that hungry right now,” I offer.

“I’m not either.” He moves toward me, and I will him closer with my eyes, my lips parted, my breath catching as he reaches for me. He slips his hand under my hair and lightly grips the back of my neck to pull my lips to his. He kisses me, not aggressively but not tentatively, either. I let him. I want to push him down and climb on top of him, but I let him lead for now.

For now.

“I’ve been wanting to do that since you opened the door,” he whispers. “You have an amazing mouth.”

I can’t stand it anymore. “Shut up and kiss me,” I growl as I push him back and climb onto his lap, straddling him. I take his head in my hands and bury my tongue in his mouth. He meets me with equal fervor, his hands roaming my back but going no further. I’ve endured this before, a man who is trying to be respectful, not wanting to overstep, even though that’s exactly what I want him to do.

I push back from him - he’s a really good kisser - and pull my blouse over my head to show him I’m game for more. He looks at my bra as I reach back to unfasten it, and I watch his eyes as he takes me in for the first time. He is suitably impressed.

“Fuck, Jada,” he almost growls. “You’re fucking gorgeous.”

I reach down to tug at his polo shirt, and he accommodates me by pulling it over his head in a smooth, deft motion. He’s well-built, not too much but not a dad bod either, which is a relief. He feels great, hard and pulsing, but not too big from what I can tell. Perfect.

Suddenly, he takes control and flips me on my back on the sofa. I’m about to ask if he wants to go to the bedroom but I can’t, I just have to have him. Here. Now. And, thank God, he feels the same way.

“I’ve got condoms if…” he says as he reaches under my skirt to tug at my panties. I’m so glad I wore good ones tonight. I consider making some snide remark about ‘Condoms? Plural?’ but I let it slide.

“Don’t worry about it,” I tell him as I lift my hips to allow him to pull my panties down my legs. I’ve always found that motion hot as hell and now it’s practically making me vibrate with anticipation and excitement, as if I could be more excited than I am.

He leans back, loosens his belt, slides his pants to his thighs and liberates the cock I’d felt a few seconds ago. It is beautiful, if a bit pale, but I don’t care. I just want it in me.

Now.

I reach to help guide him home but he positions himself all on his own and slides in, not too fast, just fast enough.

“Oh, god, Ian,” I moan as I close my eyes. “Fuck me, fuck me hard.” It really has been far too long.

“You feel amazing, Jada,” he growls as he establishes a solid rhythm. I wrap my hands around his head and pull him down to kiss me, which he does and it’s heavenly. I’m sure he gets a lot of practice kissing, and fucking, given his situation and it shows. Good God, it shows.

“Oh, fuck,” I moan as an orgasm wells up suddenly, unexpectedly. I never cum just from penetration but that’s about to change. I grind against him and pull his face past mine so I can focus on my astounding, amazing, wondrous, mind-boggling release. He fucks me right through my climax until I clamp my legs around his thighs to just hold him tight and deep inside me. I throb and moan and thrash and cry and laugh and dissolve into a jiggling mass of satisfaction.

We never get around to having dinner that night.
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~ Ian ~

She’s insatiable.

I don’t mean that in any negative way at all. Jada hasn’t enjoyed any intimate company since breaking off her engagement. From that moment, her life has revolved around long hours at the law firm, working out at the gym, and coming home to this apartment. She’s been deprived of human contact, of intimacy, of connection for far too long and all her needs are erupting tonight like dropping candy into a bottle of cola.

She’s insatiable.

That first orgasm seems to awaken something inside her, something that’s been dormant for months, if not years. Her breathless cries crescendo and tail off again, now replaced by a furious, insistent moan for more, more, more. She clings onto my waist with her hands and thighs as if determined that I should never pull out. Not that such a thought has entered my mind since we began this dance. I couldn’t pull out of Jada right now even if King Arthur was here to assist me.

“Yes, Ian, yes!” Her dark eyes glow with fierce desire, burning like coals. “Just like that, fuck, more, God, yes…”

Her beautiful, sultry moans are so wonderful that I dare not interrupt with a passionate kiss. I want Jada to experience this moment to the fullest, not to feel pressured to work with me. She encourages me with endless praise and constant groans of approval, urging me on, seeking more.

She rolls her hips up to meet my insistent thrusting. Her pussy swallows me effortlessly. She’s slick and wet from long, frustrating months alone and her tunnel squeezes my manhood with just the right mix of renewed eagerness and exquisite tightness. The texture of her skin is wonderful - warm, soft, smooth. The longer we make love like this, our bodies writhing together in mutual bliss across her couch, the more the real Jada emerges. Not Jada the lawyer or Jada the once-engaged. Jada the woman. She tightens her thighs around my waist, holding me in place for a long moment, utterly swallowed by her yearning sex.

“Holy… fuck… yes…”

Her smile is wide and genuine, pure unfiltered delight. Now that she can breathe easier, we kiss again, our hunger for each other on full display. Yet, in spite of that, we’re both relaxed and measured. The games are over, we’re not competing any longer. Our chase has concluded and now Jada and I are free to enjoy the victory spoils at leisure.

After her initial urgency, we slow down the pace, for which I am thankful. I’ve had one hell of a lot of experience in the bedroom over the last year, but I can’t maintain such a frantic pace for that long. Her fierce grip relaxes around my waist, allowing me to roll back and forth with gentle, firm insistence.

“God, Jada, you’re so tight…”

She groans at my approval. “It’s been a while.”

“You haven’t missed a step, my darling. You are…” I punctuate the sentence with a kiss on her neck. “Exquisite.”

Jada glows at my approval. “Coming from you, that means a lot.”

“I hope you’re not - mmm - not comparing yourself?”

She flushes.

“You have nothing to worry about on that front, my love. Nothing. Believe me.”

We begin to roll a little faster now, our bodies doing all the talking for us. Gentle relaxation gives way to renewed urgency. I try to stay firm but steady, not going too hard or too fast - a tricky task, given her incredible, tight pussy and warm, soft body. Her breathing deepens again.

“Go faster, Ian. Fuck me hard. Make me feel it.”

I give her what she craves. Soon I’m rising and falling over her, hips pumping with the relentless fury of a piston, driving myself to the deepest part of Jada’s yearning, welcoming pussy. And yet it never feels deep enough. My body craves her, hungers for her, needs to be even closer to her.

“Yes!” Her eyes blaze. “More! Don’t stop! Don’t fucking stop!”

There is zero chance of that. I make wild, intense, reckless love to Jada on her couch. Every gasping cry brings us both closer to the edge. The feel of her soft warmth spurs me on. The sound of those impassioned cries encourage me to give her what she wants. The wet, greedy pull of her tight pussy. It’s all so good. So incredible. So powerful.

“Jada…” I groan her name through a clenched jaw. “I’m getting close…”

I gave her the option of using protection. Now I’m giving her the choice of how we finish this encounter. Jada lets out a fresh wailing cry at my words, a new surge of wild hunger seizing her. She looks into my eyes, her face intense with the effort of speaking during this moment.

“Do you - oh, fuck, Ian! - do you cum inside the others?”

For a split second, I almost ask Jada if she’s comparing herself to the women in my home again, but then I realize that her question isn’t coming from a place of competition or ego. She wants to be like them. She wants to be as close to them as she can, to live like them, love like them, and be fucked like them.

I nod. “Every time.”

Her eyes tell me everything I need to know. She says, “Cum with me!”

Jada hits her second peak of the night almost the same moment she gasps those three words. I drive myself into her with wild abandon now. The careful, considerate gentleman has left the building. If Jada wants to be fucked hard and made to feel things she hasn’t enjoyed in years, it’s my responsibility to do it for her.

“Yes! Ian! Yes!”

Her thighs tighten around my waist. Her fingers claw my skin, black on white. She trembles beneath me, pussy gripping and squeezing as her climax becomes too intense to resist. I lose myself to the sheer, raw thrill of Jada’s incredible body. There’s no use resisting when she feels this damned good. I don’t even want to resist now. Jada has waited long enough for this moment. I bury myself fully inside Jada. My hands grip the soft couch cushion either side of her head. Now it’s my turn to tremble and lose myself.

“Jada-!”

“Yes!”

We lock eyes. I erupt into her. Our shared climax takes us both over the edge in unison. We buck, roll, and tingle as one. I pump back and forth, unable to control the desperate, animal impulses of my body. She gasps louder with each fresh wave of cum that I unload into her. Two. Three. Four loads. She takes them all, groaning and smiling. Her fingers slide through my hair. She pulls me in for a long, slow, greedy kiss.

Our bodies stay locked together for a long, wonderful moment. Mutual bliss, mutual warmth, mutual tingles. I’m in no hurry to disconnect from Jada and she’s not rushing to end this moment, either.

“Wow,” she says, at length, once we’re able to breathe again. “That was better than I hoped.”

“You’ve been thinking about this?” I’m surprised, but only a little.

“Maybe.” A wicked flash crosses her eyes. “I let my mind wander sometimes. The idea of what might happen behind closed doors in a home like yours…”

“The reality is very different from your imagination, Jada. No matter how vivid.”

“Oh?” She can’t hide her excitement. “How so?”

I nuzzle her neck and plant a long, slow kiss on the most sensitive part. “We don’t close our doors at home.”

Now that Jada has been awakened, there’s no going back. The genie is out of the bottle. Pandora’s Box is open. She hasn’t had the opportunity to explore her needs for a long time. All I can do is try to keep up.

That first time is magical, exquisite, passionate. The second time is slower, yet also more urgent. We remain on the couch and drink wine together while enjoying a casual conversation. Jada has always been a good conversationalist and easy to engage, but now she feels different. It’s as if the carefully-erected barriers she installed as a professional lawyer have now been pulled down and she is free to be her normal, natural, unguarded self. I have to admit that I like this side of Jada. I’ve always enjoyed spending time with her and getting to grips with her incredible intelligence, fierce independence, and enchanting personality, and this side of Jada is every bit as charming and provocative as the rest. Seeing her now, reclining against the arm of the couch, unashamedly naked and smiling as she drinks wine, is somehow a more intimate and captivating experience than the thrill of making love to her just a few moments ago.

“You know, Ian, I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like you in my entire life.”

I smile. “Should I take that as a compliment?”

“Absolutely.” Warmth radiates off her. That sparkle in her eyes alone could melt the caps from mountaintops. “You live the life of a humble man, yet you have all this wealth at your fingertips.”

“Well, in my experience, money isn’t everything.”

“I wasn’t talking about money.” Her shining eyes speak volumes. She’s referring to the women who live with me. “I have never met a man who had even a fraction of your money and didn’t use it to bully or intimidate or seduce women in some way. Be honest with me, did you set out to live this lifestyle or is it restraint on your part?”

That’s a good question. I consider it for a moment while enjoying a little more wine. “I never set out to live this life. And I certainly never approached any of the girls with the intention that we’d share so much of ourselves with each other. It was pure luck that I ran into Lorna and decided to offer her some help. From there, it snowballed. Now, I’ve never been happier. I can honestly say that I would still be this happy even if nothing sexual ever happened between myself and anybody else.”

“Bedding all those gorgeous ladies is just a happy accident?” She cocks an eyebrow.

“Yes.” I give a definitive nod. It doesn’t matter whether or not she believes me - I’m sure a skilled lawyer like Jada has encountered dozens of people who believed what they were selling over the years - but I want her to know the truth. “I have never set out to help anyone under the condition or promise that they must come to bed with me. The idea of abusing their trust and using their situations as leverage like that - it makes my stomach churn.”

She studies me for a moment, assessing my words with the cool, calm certainty of a lawyer weighing up her options. I let Jada think without interruption and wait for her to speak. “Will they be upset with me?”

“Why? What have you done?”

“I took you away from them this evening.”

That makes me smile. “They’re all grown women, they’ll survive without me. That’s one of the beautiful things about the house. We’re all independent people, we have our own lives. I won’t stop any of them from spending the night somewhere else. As a matter of fact, both Jamie and Aubry still have their own places and only come to my house when they want to be there. Which happens to be a lot of the time, but still.”

Jada finishes her wine glass. “So they won’t be upset if you don’t come home tonight?”

“Why, Ms. Washburne, are you asking me to sleep here with you?”

She climbs into my lap, mounting me, those wonderful, dark eyes gazing into my face. She sinks onto me, her warm, yearning womanhood swallowing my eager cock with hungry need. She takes my wine and finishes it for me, then puts the glass aside. Her voice is husky and filled with sensual promise.

“I want you to stay tonight, Ian. But we’re not getting sleep.”

Jada is correct about that. Our night continues much as it began, with bouts of tender lovemaking interspersed by frantic, intense, adrenaline-fueled passion. We linger on the couch together for a long while, Jada riding me at leisure, as if simply enjoying the intimacy of physical human connection once again. I let her take me at her own slow, methodical pace, my hands caressing her wonderfully sensual body and marveling at how great she feels to touch.

I’ve never been with a black woman before. That’s not to say that I’ve avoided a chance like this, only that the opportunity has never presented itself until now. It’s easy to see the appeal of interracial sex. There’s something hypnotic, even downright compulsive, about the contrast of her dark skin with my own pale body. Watching her mahogany-colored pussy greedily accept and swallow my white manhood is perhaps one of the most erotic and stimulating sights I’ve ever experienced, and I’m a man with more sexually invigorating experiences than most.

Once Jada has finished riding me to another powerful, all-consuming climax, we start to get a little braver and less restrained. Nothing as crazy as what you might see in some overblown porn movie, but Jada is comfortable enough to make requests of me. Requests like, “Bend me over that” and, “Fuck me here” and, “Can you lift me?”

As her lover, I’m only too happy to oblige. At some point in the night - somewhere in the whirlwind of sexual bliss and frenetic activity - Jada admits that she’s been living in this apartment by herself since calling off her engagement and has frequently fantasized about all the places she could have sex. Until tonight, she’s never had the opportunity to explore those desires. I am more than willing to give her everything that she needs. I bend her over the couch. I take her up against the kitchen counter. I even carry Jada to the bedroom without pausing our passion, allowing her to wrap around me as I carefully pick a path through our discarded clothing.

Through it all, her voice rasps in my ear, sometimes in a breathy whisper, sometimes in a furious cry, but always passionate and urgent. “Yes, Ian, yes!”

Her delight, her insistence, and her lust carries me on. Even when I climax inside her for the third time and my knees turn to jelly and my brain wills me to shut down for the night, Jada is the one who keeps me going. Once we’re in her bed together and she confesses that her pussy could use a break, we still don’t fully stop. She pushes me onto the bed and insists on showing her gratitude with her warm, eager mouth until it feels like I’m about to collapse inwards on myself through sheer bliss.

Once the sun finally begins to peer around the edge of her drapes, we slump onto the pillows together, bodies entwined in a loving embrace, our slick skin gleaming with exertion. She giggles to herself.

“Now I see why you have so many girls at home. Lucky them.”

“They’re the lucky ones? You just rocked my world, Jada.”

We laugh. We kiss. We hold each other tight. I feel the most wonderful kind of exhaustion in my bones, but I don’t want to give in just yet. I’m enjoying her presence too much to sleep.

“I knew there was something different about you,” she says. “I knew it from the moment I stepped into your house. I just didn’t know what it was.”

“Do you understand it better now?”

“I do.” Her voice is distant. Faint. Thick with sleep. “I’m kind of jealous of them. Is that wrong to admit?”

“No. But you don’t need to be. All you have to do is come home with me and see for yourself.”

Her eyes shimmer at the possibility. “Can I?”

“Yes, Jada. Come home with me later. If you want.”

“I’d love that. I’d love to know… what it’s like…”

She drifts off without finishing the thought. I’m too exhausted to wake her. This is as good a moment as any to rest and recharge. In her bed. In her arms. With her love all over my body.

~ Jada ~

Ian and I spend the day dozing and making love in my bed. It’s more than I could have reasonably hoped for, but beyond all reason and expectations, I find myself wanting more. I just have to tell him so.

“Can I ask you a question?” I ask inanely as we’re draped all over each other in a tangle of limbs and sheets.

“Anything,” he whispers.

I prop myself up on my elbow in a lame effort to show that I’m serious. He opens his eyes fully for the first time in a while.

“I’m not sure how to put this,” I begin, almost stammering and looking like a damn fool. “I’m usually not this bowled over by a man.”

He smiles. “I’ll take that as a compliment as long as you stop beating around the bush and say what’s on your mind.”

“I’ve never been so intrigued by someone as I am by you and your girls.” I give a quick look. “It’s okay if I call them all girls, right? You know I mean no disrespect.”

He laughs gently. “I know exactly what you mean and don’t give it a second thought, Jada. I know where you’re coming from.”

“Good,” I say with emphasis. “Because I don’t ever want anyone to feel disrespected…”

“What are you trying to say?”

I sigh. “If I knew, I’d say it. But it’s not easy to express.”

“Just say it and if it comes out wrong, we’ll figure out what you meant to say.”

I look at him, smile, and shake my head. “You’re so damn good at this, you know?”

He shrugs. “I’ve had a bit of practice.”

“No doubt.” I slip out of his embrace and pull back to sit up. “I don’t know what I want from you, Ian. I really don’t. I just know I want something.” I sigh again and look at the ceiling. “Lord knows you don’t need anything from me, so I don’t even know how to…” I stop again and try to gather my thoughts. I’ve never been so tongue-tied in my life, including during my first summation to the jury in my first case. “You’ve got everything.”

“It’s not about that, Jada,” he says with an earnestness that touches me deeply. “I’m not asking you for anything but an honest answer to the question, ‘What do you want?’”

I roll my eyes and fight back tears. “That’s just it, Ian. I don’t know what I want. I just know whatever it is, I’ve never wanted something as much as I want whatever the fuck we’re talking about!” I laugh almost hysterically at the absurdity of my inability to express myself. He laughs with me, and it’s obvious he’s not just placating me or trying to make me feel like less of an idiot than I do.

“Look,” he says as he wipes the tears from my cheek. “I think I know what you’re driving at.”

“You do?” I blink back more tears and severe doubts. “How can you…?”

He touches his finger to my lips to stop me from my unending effort to humiliate myself. I raise an eyebrow but he just smiles again.

“You want to feel part of something you don’t understand but find desirable. I get it. When Teri joined me and Lorna, I was just as confused as you are. I’m not that kind of guy; at least I wasn’t at the time. I had no clue how it would work or what it would be like. Most of all, I didn’t know if I’d be any good at it. Turns out, I’m not half bad at whatever it is we have over there. I try not to put a label on it, because everything sounds cheap or cliched, or worse. So I just let it be what it is, what it’s become, and go with the flow without worrying about what it is or what to call it.

“But whatever it is, it’s good, Jada. Really good. That’s what you’re picking up on. I’ve only known you a short time, but it’s obvious to me that you’re really good at reading people and situations, given your training and experience. That’s what you’re picking up on. You can tell that we’ve got something special and you want it, too. I get that. I totally get that.”

“What right do I have to ask?” I whisper, my mouth suddenly dry as dust.

“There’s no need for you to ask, my love. I’m asking you.”

I kiss him so hard it almost hurts.

“Nervous?” Ian asks as he’s driving me to his house. I look at him and smile.

“A little,” I admit. “It’s not the same kind of nervousness I used to get before a trial, but in some ways, it’s more important to me, if that makes any sense.”

He nods as he pulls into the driveway. “Yeah, I get it. It’s personal.”

“Quite.” I stare at the house for a few seconds until he clears his throat. “What?”

“I’ve been debating whether to tell you or just let things happen naturally,” he says with a look that falls somewhere between mysterious and embarrassed. Which surprises me - he’s usually so controlled and self-confident.

“What is it?”

“It’s Harper,” he says so softly I can barely hear him. “She’s infatuated with you, Jada.”

I stare at him. “Really?”

He cocks an eyebrow. “You haven’t noticed?”

“Well, a little I guess, but I didn’t think it went beyond…” I hesitate to go there but what the hell? “Is it a black thing?”

“I don’t think so,” he offers. “At least I don’t think that’s all it is or even the biggest part of it. I think she’s looking for something and you have whatever it is she’s looking for.”

“So how should I handle it?” I’m genuinely curious. “Do you want me to put her off?”

“No, quite the opposite, actually. I’ve been a little worried about her, being the youngest and all. I think if you’re… receptive, she’d be over the moon.”

“Receptive? What does that even mean, Ian?”

He sighs and smiles. “You know what? Forget I even said anything.” He turns and climbs out of the vehicle and I follow him to the front door, lost in my thoughts and wondering if he did that just to…something, although I’m not sure what.

“Hey, you two,” Valerie says as she opens the front door just as we arrive. “I was getting ready to send out a search party.” If she wasn’t smiling so warmly and directly at me, I might worry about her being jealous. Which is patently ridiculous.

“Sorry I didn’t text, Val,” Ian says as he ushers me inside. “We had a lot to talk about.”

“Uh, huh,” Valerie says with a lilting giggle. “Everyone’s in the kitchen, as usual.”

I follow Ian into the house and the sound of laughter and women chattering on about everything and nothing combines with the outrageously delicious smell of something cooking, which forces me to realize I haven’t eaten in a while. My heart begins to pound in my chest as I round the corner and all heads turn to look.

“Jada,” they call out almost in unison with smiles and waves, all of them crowding around me, everyone talking at once. It’s overwhelming in the best way possible.

“We’re so glad you’re here,” Harper says to me so earnestly, it’s almost painful. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she adds sheepishly. I smile warmly and resist the impulse to caress her cheek.

“Dinner will be ready in a few minutes,” Teri calls out, “but only if y’all get out of here and let me be.” She shoos us into the living room and the chatter continues as we sit.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Harper asks in near desperation as Ian steps in and puts a hand on her shoulder.

“I’ll take care of Jada’s drink order, Harper. You sit.” She looks up at him, almost crushed that he stepped in but I pat the couch next to me and she sits without hesitation.

“Where were you two all day?” Rene asks with her usual cheeky smirk. “Did you get lost?”

“Hardly,” Lorna pipes up. “I’m sure they knew exactly what they were… I mean, where they were.” Everyone laughs politely, everyone except Harper, who just stares at me as if she missed the whole joke.

“Will you be moving in or keeping your own place?” Valerie asks in a semi-serious tone just as Ian arrives with a glass of wine for me.

“She’ll be keeping her own place,” he says with just a hint of authority. “Right, Jada?” he asks almost as an afterthought. I know I should care that I’m being managed or handled, but I don’t care at all.

“Aren’t you running out of rooms at this point?” I ask the group. Half of them laugh and the others tell me there’s plenty of space.

“You could stay with me,” Harper says, looking like someone who’s hoping for a puppy for Christmas. “Please, Jada.”

This time, I do touch her cheek with my free hand and she almost melts. I glance at Ian to find him watching us intently. I give him a quick nod before I turn back to Harper.

“I’d like that.” I lean in and kiss her lips lightly and this time, she does melt into my arms as the others hoot and whistle at our public display of affection.

“Really?” she asks, her eyes brimming with tears of joy.

“Truly.”
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