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

~ Ian ~

I never thought of myself as a ladies’ man, but given my new reality, I might have to reassess.

Talk about an embarrassment of riches.

As each of my current love interests entered my life, I thought I must be mistaken.

This could not be happening.

Not to me, at least.

And yet…it is.

~ Harper ~

When I met Ian at my aunt’s, I had no idea we would be more than just passing acquaintances.

But he’s amazing and just what I need in my life right now.

I’m just not sure if he needs me, what with all the other women in his life.

But he says I’m welcome to stay with him for as long as I like.

Which sounds dreamy…
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~ Ian ~

Pinch me, I must be dreaming.

For most of my adult life, I’ve shared my bed with one woman. Just one woman. We were married, we grew, we aged together. For the longest time, I believed that sharing a bed with my wife was how it was going to be until we were gray and wrinkled.

Then everything changed. The bad stuff. The good stuff.

And now I’m sharing my bed with three - yes, count ‘em - three beautiful, sexy, imaginative, eager young women.

So - again - pinch me, I must be dreaming.

I sit upright against the headboard like a king surveying his domain. In front of me is a sight that would bring anyone to their knees: Lorna, Teri, and our newest addition, Jamie. It’s a good thing I’m physically healthy - watching these three women work together and guide each other into more intense levels of primal bliss would cause most men my age to go to the emergency room with heart palpitations.

Right now, Jamie is splayed out across the bed, her legs draped over the edge. Lorna is occupied with kissing Jamie in slow, sensual caresses, while Teri kneels on the floor, her face between Jamie’s parted thighs. I don’t need to move closer to know what’s happening there. Jamie’s breathless, partly muffled gasps and coos fill the air like orchestral music.

Teri and Lorna are taking their time with our new lover, sometimes working in tandem, sometimes exploring on their own. After living together and sharing this house - and its many beds - for months already, Teri and Lorna have developed a unique form of telepathic understanding. They move in harmony, even when they aren’t doing the same thing at the same time. I have no idea if Jamie has ever done anything like this with a woman before, but she’s proven herself more than willing to experiment.

And I am beyond happy to take a front-row seat while I get my strength back between rounds. These girls are insatiable. I could cope when Lorna was my only guest. After Teri moved in, I started incorporating energy drinks into my diet. If Jamie is going to be a regular part of our joint activities, I may not survive.

Jamie’s heavy breathing grows louder and more intense. Lorna pulls back to allow Jamie the space and oxygen to embrace the moment, getting lost in the relentless, steady lapping of Teri’s tongue. The two women lace fingers. Lorna turns her gaze to me and offers a smile of thanks and gratitude and love.

“Oh… my… God!”

Jamie cries up to the ceiling. Her sensual, enchanting body writhes on the bed, those delicious curves bucking and shuddering before my eyes in a way that makes my belly tighten and breathes new life into my exhausted loins. I’ll never need those little blue pills, not when I’m exposed to visions like this on a daily basis.

As Jamie’s climax reaches its explosive peak, Lorna uses her talented lips and tongue to skillfully tease the sensitive points of our new friend’s nipples. The sound of breathless feminine bliss is all around. Jamie shakes and trembles on the bed, her legs gripping Teri’s head. It’s a breathtaking, intimate, sexy, beautiful moment. I feel like I’m watching art come to life. The three of them are more stunning than any painting or sculpture in a museum. I could enjoy this for the rest of my life.

“Wow… oh, wow…” Jamie half-sighs and half-moans the words, talking to all of us and none of us at the same time. Her body gives another, softer, shudder as she returns to earth. Teri finally pulls her slick, shining lips away from the divine center of Jamie’s femininity and climbs on the bed. Jamie pulls Teri into a deep, passionate kiss, tasting her own lust as their tongues entwine.

Lorna crawls toward me across the bed, angelic, divine, naked. She has a lazy smile on her soft lips. She kisses me, long and deep and slow. Is that her I’m tasting or Jamie? Either way, the thought sends a fresh throb to my manhood.

“Did you like that?” Her low, teasing tone excites me almost as much as the kiss. It’s a rhetorical question, of course. There’s no doubt that I liked what I just witnessed. The rock-solid swelling of my masculinity is proof positive. “Ready for more?”

Her hand falls to my hardness. She massages me. Slowly. Gently. Sensually. I groan. Her eyes sparkle with wicked desire. There’s movement behind her. Jamie and Teri move closer, kneeling beside Lorna. All three women wear eager smiles and nothing else.

One by one, they lean forward and bring their faces close to my rigid totem. They place warm, soft kisses on the parts that please me most. I sit back and let them perform. Three women. Three mouths. Three tongues. One goal.

Pinch me, I must be dreaming.

~ ~ ~

I can’t say exactly how long we spend making love in various compositions. Sometimes it’s Lorna and I while Jamie and Teri please each other to the side. Sometimes I focus on two of the girls at once as the third watches, guiding our movements, giving soft, urgent whispers of encouragement. Sometimes I’m content to sit back and enjoy the view.

At some point, I’m rudely awakened by the sound of an alarm. I stir, as do the three young women sharing my bed. Jamie rubs her face. She curses.

“That’s my alarm. I gotta get up, I have class.”

With that, Lorna opens her eyes. “Class? Shit, what time is it?”

“Seven.”

Lorna groans. “Dammit. Do you think they’ll notice if I stay home instead?”

I give her a look. She grumbles but gets out of bed. All three of my incredible lovers rise and stretch in the morning light, each of them possessing the unmistakable post-coital glow from a night of unforgettable fun. It almost hurts my heart to see them leave.

Jamie pulls her clothes on first. She climbs onto the bed and kisses me. “I’ll see you next time, okay? Don’t miss me too much.”

“You know, we have plenty of rooms here…”

She laughs. “Don’t tempt me, Ian. I like having my own space. It’s fun to come over here and help with your books… and whatever else happens after. See you soon.”

Jamie links arms with Lorna, and the two women walk out of the bedroom. I sigh and force myself to get up and follow them downstairs.

In the kitchen, Teri is in full flow. She prepares a quick breakfast for everyone and even finds the time to make lunches for the two students. I have no idea how she does it. Teri places a mug of coffee before me, and I inhale that wonderful, strong scent of dark, rich caffeine. After last night, I need this.

Lorna and Jamie eat and rise from the counter and bid us farewell. They leave the house together. Teri gathers today’s mail and heads back upstairs to get dressed and start her chores. I cast a lazy eye over the mail, sipping my coffee, wondering if there’s anything of interest. Bills. Junk mail. Pleas for donations. I almost push the pile aside, but an advertisement printed on the cover of the local newspaper catches my eye. Not so much the advert itself, but a word printed in big, bold text at the top.

AUCTION!

Interesting…

~ Harper ~

“Harper!” my Aunt Karen yells from the bottom of the stairs. “Are you still in bed?”

I want to bury my face in my pillow and pull the covers over my head, but the urgency in her voice rattles me, even though I know it’s all fake. My aunt never gets rattled, or much of anything other than focused on the latest money-making scheme she’s hatched. I’ve only lived with her for six months, and she’s driving me crazy with her manic-depressive mood swings, sociopathic tendencies, and narcissistic personality disorder. Not that I’m qualified to render an opinion—all I know is what I read on TikTok and Insta. Which is quite enough to make a judgment, as long as I keep it to myself.

And if there’s anything I’m very good at, it’s keeping things to myself.

“The flyer, Harper. You need to post the flyers,” she yells from somewhere on the first floor of her house. I’m upstairs in one of the many guest bedrooms, the smallest one, of course, which she bequeathed me when my mother, her sister, died unexpectedly last year of a brain aneurysm. I spent six months at my father’s place after Mom died before that situation became untenable—his girlfriend’s word, not mine—and I was shipped back to Michigan to finish my last year of high school for the second time. I was barely getting by in school when my mom got sick, so no one was surprised when I crashed and burned, especially switching schools for my senior year and all. Needless to say, it didn’t go well, so here I am back in Ann Arbor to finish what I should have done last year but didn’t, and who knows what’s in store for me once the colleges get hold of my mess of a transcript.

“HARPER!” she screams as if this time, she really means it. So I groan and roll out of bed.

“Coming,” I yell back and ease my way into the bathroom to splash cold water on my face before I have to deal with the day, which promises to be excruciating, because I don’t even know what we’re doing having an auction. Don’t most people have a yard sale to get rid of old junk? Where you put a price on stuff you don’t want, and people either buy it or they don’t? Not that my mother would have ever parted with any of her stuff for pennies on the dollar, as she used to say.

God, I miss her.

“It’s about time,” Aunt Karen says when I walk into the kitchen. I don’t expect her to have anything ready for me to eat because I overslept, in her mind. How 8:30 on a Saturday is considered oversleeping, I’ll never know. But I’m a guest in her house, which she never lets me forget for a second, so she makes the rules and I try to keep up. Although most days, I feel like I’m trying to empty a swimming pool using only a teacup. “We’ve got to get the flyers up before ten, although if we had them up now, people could have planned their day around the auction, but that ship has sailed.” She motions at the coffee pot. “I saved you some, if you’re interested.”

Sure. Hours-old coffee from an old-timey coffee pot that looks like something out of the ‘good old days’ that Aunt Karen is always going on and on about, like we haven’t made any progress in the art of brewing coffee beans in the last forty years. Or anything else, for that matter, according to her.

“I’ll pass,” I tell her with a sour tone that I know is not going to go over well, and, sure enough, it doesn’t.

“Are you going to be like this all day, Harper? Because I need you to be on your best behavior or you will cost me money,” she says with such finality that it’s all I can do to not tell her to take her guest bedroom and…

No, I can’t even think of such a thing. Going back to Daddy’s place is not an option. No way.

“I’ll get started on the flyers, Aunt Karen,” I tell her in the sweetest voice I can manage, which just gets me an eye roll. “Where do you want them?”

“On the telephone poles up and down Granger, of course,” she says as if she expects me to know what she wants without asking, which she totally expects. Why she thinks I would know anything about advertising an auction, or even a yard sale, is beyond me. Mom never held one, and I’m pretty sure my dad doesn’t even know what a yard sale is; he’s such a hippie. His idea of possessions is the sun and the ocean, things nobody owns—don’t ask—and the idea of trying to sell something for actual money is just beyond him.

Except weed. He’s good at selling weed. Another of life’s little mysteries.

“Why don’t we put something on Insta and TikTok?” I ask, and she gives me a withering look. “Or we could try craigslist, if that’s still around?”

“You know how I feel about that kind of nonsense, Harper,” she almost growls at me. “I can’t believe you would even suggest such a thing.”

I want to tell her it’s not 1990 anymore, but I bite my tongue. My aunt is so set in her ways that nothing short of a court order would get her to deviate from the way she’s always done things. Just ask her.

“Get this stack up, and I’ll give you another to put on Baldwin Avenue. If you have time, you can do Lincoln and Morton as well.”

“Do you have any duct tape?” I ask. “Although it looks like it might rain today, so maybe some thumbtacks?”

She looks at me as if I kicked her dog, not that she has one. “Those things cost too much, Harper. There’s a staple gun in the garage you can use. Staples are much cheaper.”

“Not as cheap as you,” I mutter under my breath. She gives me the stink eye, but I’m sure she didn’t hear me, or she would have said something. She’s always saying something, usually negative, although why she’s so down on everything, I’ll never know. She inherited the house from her parents—Mom said she stole it from them, somehow—and it’s paid off and worth over a million dollars according to Zillow, but she’s always whining about the cost of everything. Especially eggs. She never shuts up about the price of eggs.

“Run along now, Harper,” she says as she holds the door for me. “You’ll need to change before the auction starts. I want you to wear that pretty red dress you have, so the men who come to bid on stuff will be impressed by the way you look. It can’t hurt, so hurry.”

The air is damp and the sky is overcast, which to my mind makes putting up paper flyers on wooden poles as nonsensical as anything, but I follow orders. If they get washed away in the rain, that looks inevitable, it’s not my fault. I doubt anyone will see them, anyway.

As I’m walking down the street and stopping at each utility pole to staple another flyer, a car pulls up. I don’t want to look, but how can I not? Still, I force myself to ignore them, even as the driver revs the engine to get my attention, along with everyone else on the block.

“Hey, Harper,” a voice I recognize calls to me after a beat. “You really think those things are gonna work?” Gabe Mahoney asks in a smarmy, sarcastic tone. The others in the car laugh, but I continue to ignore them all. I finish stapling the flyer to the pole, then crouch down to pick up the others, careful not to lean over and give them a show. Not that they need an excuse to keep pestering me.

“Come on, Harper,” my tormentor continues. “I’m talking to you, babe.” I continue to ignore him. “What do I have to do, beg?” I shake my head but walk away as fast as I can without running. The car follows me. “What the fuck, Harper?”

“Gabe, I don’t want to talk to you,” I finally yell at him. The others laugh, but my former boyfriend, if that’s what you can call a month-long relationship that ended before I knew what was happening, just keeps whining at me.

“Come on, Harper. Don’t be like that. If you’d return my calls, I wouldn’t have to do this, you know? This is on you, babe.”

“Gabriel, I told you to leave me alone,” I tell him as forcefully as I can, but it just comes out so weak and whiny. The driver, who I don’t look at but I know from the make and model of the car is Taylor Phipps, Gabe’s best friend since the third grade, he told me a million times, guns the engine one last time before he peels out and sprays me with gravel as they wave and laugh.

As I watch the taillights of the vintage Chevy Nova, in which I lost my virginity on the night of my eighteenth birthday, disappear around the corner, it begins to rain.

Of course it does.
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~ Ian ~

“Why are you going to an auction?”

Lorna lounges across the bed, stretching like a cat, her body on full display. Beside her, Teri is curled up, nuzzling, equally cat-like. Both women are wearing their usual bedroom attire, which is to say, nothing at all.

I, meanwhile, am half-dressed, wearing pants and socks, currently debating my choice of plain blue shirt or red with white pinstripes. After a moment of further deliberation, I opt for the blue and slip it over my head.

“I told you yesterday, I’m going because it might be interesting. An auction at a large estate like that could have some exciting treasures on offer.”

“Yeah, you said.” Lorna gives a pout, though her eyes still shine with amusement. “But why are you going to an auction?” She sees my eyes roll and giggles. “I wouldn’t use the word exciting to describe it.”

“Maybe it’s an exaggeration, sure. But maybe I’ll find something that catches my interest. It can be good fun to get into a bidding war with someone else because you both want the same thing. Gets the blood pumping.”

“Oh?” Her expression turns wicked. I know that look in her eyes well by now. It’s seductive. Dangerous. Enchanting. “If you want to get your blood pumping, we can help with that, can’t we, Teri?”

“Mmm… Yes we can.” The other woman nuzzles Lorna’s bare breasts, her lips finding purchase on a pink nipple.

“Are you sure you want to go to an auction today, Ian? Wouldn’t you rather - oh, I don’t know - stay home in bed? It is Saturday, after all.”

I straighten my clothes and glance at the man in the mirror. He looks good. Dare I say it, he looks well. Healthy. Trim. Almost radiating youthful energy and vigor. It must be the effects of living with these two young women. The more they work and push and love me, the stronger I become.

“Don’t tempt me, Lorna - seriously. There’s nothing I’d rather do than get back in bed right now, but I need a rest. Just a short one. My batteries aren’t just spent; they’re depleted. I need some air and a change of scenery for a few hours.”

“And then?” Those eyes flash with wickedness again.

“And then I’ll come home and I won’t leave for the rest of the weekend.”

“Promises, promises. I guess Teri will have to keep me company today instead. Won’t you, Teri?”

“I’ll do anything you want, Lorna.”

My eyes meet Lorna’s and she raises an eyebrow, challenging me, daring me to leave when the temperature in this room is about to start climbing all over again. Teri moves lower down the bed and throws an arm around Lorna’s hips and begins planting kisses on those incredible legs, working from the outside and moving inward at a slow, unhurried pace.

I bite the inside of my cheek and turn and walk out of the room. If I stay there for a few seconds longer, I’ll never leave. Lorna might not think much of it, but the thought of attending an auction genuinely appeals to me. I must be getting old.

From within the bedroom, I hear impassioned sighs and encouraging coos. The sounds of love and lust and languid, drawn-out pleasure. It’s the soundtrack to this house, it seems, and one I absolutely love to hear. But I can’t. Not today. There will be time for fun later - all the time in the world, in fact. I head downstairs and grab my car keys.

~~~~

Rain pounds the windscreen as I wind my way through the streets of Ann Arbor beneath slate-gray clouds that mask the sky in all directions. The car’s satellite navigation directs me to turn this way and that, apparently to avoid delays caused by repair works on a nearby road. Even having spent a good portion of my life in this town, I soon find myself in unfamiliar territory.

I ease to a halt at a red light. The crimson bulb seems to shimmer in the rain and I hear the incessant tapping of droplets against the car roof. If anything, the rain is getting harder. Thank goodness I decided to drive instead of making myself walk the few miles across town.

A blurry shape appears beside the car. I turn my head and squint to make out what it is. My jaw drops in total disbelief.

There’s a young blonde woman outside in the downpour. She wears a flimsy white shirt and dark pants - or maybe the pants are already soaked through. Her shirt is stuck to the skin already. She looks miserable. As I watch, the woman holds up a sheet of paper to a pole and then staples it into place. The paper is already sodden. In a moment, the wind rushes past and tears it off the pole. The woman screws up her face in exasperation.

Above me, the red light turns green. But I can’t bring myself to gun the engine. Not yet. I glance in the mirrors. There are no headlights idling behind the car, waiting to move. As far as I can tell, it’s just me and this young woman on the road. I wind down the window and call out to her, speaking loud to be heard over the rain.

“Hey! Are you okay?”

The woman turns on me, her face hard despite the water rolling down from above. “Dammit, Gabriel, I told you-” She sees me and cuts herself short. A look of embarrassed remorse crosses her face. “I’m sorry!”

She turns and begins walking away.

“Where are you going? Do you need a ride?”

She stops. She scans the road in both directions. No other cars. Just a street turned almost liquid with the volume of rain coming down. She looks at me with a face of sorrow and shame.

“I need to go to Lincoln.”

“Get in.”

She holds a stack of flyers over her head and runs around the car and hops in the passenger door. Water scatters from her skin and clothes, darkening the seat and floor. Her blonde hair is matted to her forehead. I can’t tear my eyes away from the poor girl.

“Are you okay? Jeez, you’re soaked! Let me see if I can…”

I search in the pocket of the door and find a pack of tissues about three-quarters full. I give it to her and she takes one and dabs at her face.

“Thanks. I didn’t think it would be this bad.”

“What are you doing out there?”

I start to ease the gas pedal, but the light ahead flicks back to red. I leave the car idle and turn up the heat, trying to warm her up. The girl has bare arms already marked with cold.

“Don’t ask. It seemed like a good idea at the time. Actually, scratch that.” She gives a bitter laugh. “It didn’t seem like a good idea, it was stupid idea and I knew that, but what was I going to do?” She sighs. She points at the tissues in my hand. “Can I have another?”

“Take the whole pack.”

She’s relieved but embarrassed. She takes the pack and continues dabbing at her sodden skin.

I try to keep the conversation going and take her mind off the state of her clothes. “Lincoln, huh? That’s just a block or two away.”

“Feels like a thousand miles in all this.”

The light turns green again. I pull away and turn off from the path on my sat nav, aiming for Lincoln instead. I glance at the stack of flyers in her lap, but they’re soaked through and face down, rendering them almost impossible to read.

“What are you going to do on Lincoln?”

“Finish putting these up.” She nods to the flyers. “Assuming they don’t all get destroyed first.”

“Do you have to do that right now?”

She sighs. I get the feeling that this girl doesn’t have much of a choice in the matter. I concentrate on driving for a moment, winding through different roads until I find some that look more familiar. Now I know where I’m going. She finishes wiping water from her face and arms. The tissues are almost gone now. She glances at me from across the seats.

“Sorry for almost cussing you out back there. I thought you were somebody else.”

“Sorry for scaring you. I was so shocked to see anybody out in this.”

I glance at her. This is the first time I’ve seen her properly. She’s gorgeous, I can’t lie. Young and beautiful. She must be eighteen, maybe nineteen at most. No makeup, just natural beauty. Her soaked shirt clings to her equally wet bra and it takes a monumental act of willpower not to look down.

“I’m Ian, by the way.”

“Harper. Thanks so much for the ride, Ian.”

We reach Lincoln in a couple of short minutes, aided by the lack of traffic on this horrendous Saturday morning. All the sensible people are huddled indoors, not driving to auctions or putting up flyers. I roll up in front of a coffee house, the lights blazing brighter than normal in this weather. Maybe it’s just my imagination, but I could swear there’s a wisp of steam escaping from the door as a customer peers out and thinks better of it.

“Thanks so much, I really appreciate it.” Harper unbuckles her belt and turns to leave.

“Hey, woah, you’re not going back out like that, are you?”

She gives a sheepish look, as if she doesn’t have much of a choice.

“At least take an umbrella. Hang on.”

I bend and crane and reach under the seat, fingers flailing for a moment before grasping the textured plastic handle of an umbrella. I lift it out and hold it out. She stares at me.

“Take it.” I offer it again. “I know it’s not huge, but it should keep you a little drier, at least.”

“I can’t take that, I won’t be able to give it back.”

“So? I’ll get another.”

Harper takes the umbrella, her eyes filled with gratitude, despite the embarrassment on her pretty face. Our fingers touch for a brief instant. Her skin is soft but cold, no doubt chilled by the rain.

“Thank you, Ian. I mean that. You didn’t have to.”

“I’m not going to leave someone out in this. It’s… wrong.” Another thought occurs to me. I take out my wallet and produce a twenty-dollar bill. Now a hint of suspicion crosses her eyes. God, she has lovely eyes.

“What’s that for?”

“Before you start putting up those flyers, I want you to go to that coffee house.” I point to the business beyond the water-streaked window. “They’ve got a bathroom. Go in there, dry yourself off.”

“Okay…” Those gorgeous eyes narrow a fraction. She glances at the bill in my hand. “What’s that for?”

“Only customers can use the bathroom. Plus, you’ll want a coffee or something to warm up.” I offer her the money. She doesn’t take it.

“Why are you doing this?”

“I feel bad. I’d offer you a coat, but I don’t have one.”

Harper is silent for a moment. She glances out the windshield at the falling rain. I can almost hear the thoughts running through her mind, arguing the pros and cons, should I, should I not… Finally, she takes the money.

“Thank you, Ian. I’ll find some way to pay you back.”

“Pay me back by warming up and trying to stay dry. Use the change to get a cab home later. Don’t stay out too long, okay?”

We’ve never met, yet here I am, trying to protect this total stranger. I can’t explain why I feel this surge of need in my chest. It must be the influence of the girls. They’ve turned me into a protector, I swear.

“Nice to meet you, Ian.”

Harper offers a smile - a genuine smile, despite her wet and cold body - and climbs out of the car. The rush of water greets my ears for a moment, then she pops the umbrella and closes the door, sealing me back in relative silence. I watch her walk into the coffee house and roll the car forward. Even if we never meet again, at least I made a positive impact on her life for this one moment.

~ Harper ~

The umbrella and the money feel unreal—like they fell out of the sky just for me. I can’t believe I was stupid enough to leave my phone at Aunt Karen’s. I keep replaying that moment in my head, cringing. Ian really came through for me. I don’t even know him, but he helped anyway. People don’t do that. Not anymore.

I’m starving, but all I let myself get is a latte. I need to make sure I can cover the cost of a cab, assuming cabs still exist in this town. Without my phone, Uber’s not even an option. The coffee shop is warm, dry, and quiet, and for a second, I pretend the rest of the day isn’t waiting for me outside like some slow-moving disaster. I don’t feel good exactly, but I feel… suspended. Numb enough to get through the next thing.

I ask the manager if I can use the phone, and she takes me through the back. The room smells like cinnamon and coffee. I stare at the phone on the counter like it’s some relic from a world I’ve forgotten how to use.

“Isn’t it wild how much we rely on those little gadgets now?” the woman says as she dials. She’s older, kind-eyed, probably someone who remembers how things were before the internet swallowed everything. “I can’t even remember how we managed before.”

The dispatcher says a car will be here in fifteen minutes. I nod like it matters and drift back out to the front, where the manager hands me a scone with a soft smile.

“On the house, dear,” she says, pouring more coffee into my paper cup. It’s black and bitter, but I take it gladly. I thank her too many times. Like Ian’s, her kindness catches me off guard, like being touched on a bruise I forgot was there.

I keep thinking about Ian. How strange and rare it felt to be helped with no strings, no suspicion. Back in California, everyone was always guarded, polite on the surface, but kind of waiting for the other shoe to drop. It was supposed to be a fresh start—clean slate, sunshine, reinvention. But instead, it felt like exile with palm trees. The only thing that didn’t disappoint was the weather.

I used to think I missed Ann Arbor. But it wasn’t the town—I missed my mom. Coming back to live with her sister only reminded me how different everything feels without her. Aunt Karen’s house doesn’t feel like home. It doesn’t feel like anything. I walk through it like a ghost, wearing someone else’s face.

Now I’m back, and I still don’t know where I belong. Nowhere, probably. The feeling follows me everywhere—this low, constant hum of not-enough. I’m not lost in the dramatic sense. I’m just… unmoored. Floating. I’m not going to hurt myself or anything. It’s not that kind of darkness. It’s quieter than that. More patient. Just the constant ache of not fitting anywhere.

The cab pulls up with a curt honk. I wave goodbye to the manager—she gives me a smile I don’t feel worthy of—and climb into the car. The driver doesn’t speak much English. He wears a deep-blue turban and focuses on the road. That’s fine. I’m not in the mood to talk. He gets me where I need to go. That’s enough.

When Aunt Karen sees me, she acts like I’ve disappeared for days.

“Where have you been, child? The auction people are already here, and you’re still not dressed.”

I blink. “Auction people?”

She sighs, impatient. “You didn’t think I was running this whole thing by myself, did you?”

She leads me into the living room, and I freeze. The furniture’s all gone. In its place: rows of folding chairs facing a makeshift podium in front of the fireplace. The room looks like a strange theater set, waiting for a performance no one asked for. People in identical black T-shirts and pants flit around, checking clipboards, ignoring us completely. Aunt Karen hates being ignored.

“Maggie,” she barks. A woman with short-cropped hair and a headset glances over. “This is my niece, Harper. She’ll be helping this afternoon.”

Maggie doesn’t even try to hide her annoyance. “We don’t really need extra hands, Mrs. Butler.”

“I arranged it with your boss,” Aunt Karen snaps. “Shall I call her and confirm?”

Maggie mutters something under her breath and sighs. “Fine. Is she going to change?”

“Harper, go put on that red dress we talked about,” Aunt Karen says, already waving me away.

I go. Because that’s what I do—follow orders, keep the peace, stay quiet. It’s easier than confrontation. And safer. Even though every step feels like I’m walking deeper into something I don’t understand.

Upstairs, I shower quickly and towel-dry my hair. The red dress hangs from the closet like a warning. I slip it on. It’s too bright, too feminine, like I’m being set up to fail. Everyone downstairs is dressed like stagehands. I look like I don’t belong, because I don’t.

But I don’t argue. I never do.

By the time I make it downstairs, the chairs are filling up with strangers ready to bid on—what, exactly?

I can’t find Aunt Karen anywhere, so I wander toward Maggie and ask if she needs me.

“Just stay out of the way,” she says flatly, and turns her back on me.

I stand there, humiliated, trying not to cry. And then I see him.

Ian.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, stunned.

He grins. “Nice to see you, too, Harper. If I’d known you were coming, I would’ve driven you myself.”

“What?” I ask, confused. “I live here.”

“Really?” Now he looks as confused as I feel. “Oh, that’s what you were doing. Putting up flyers for this?”

“Yeah,” I say, restating the obvious. Obvious to me, at least. “Isn’t that how you found out about this in the first place?”

He smiles. “No, I saw an ad for it in the paper.”

“You still get a newspaper?”

He shakes his head. “I know, right? How old-school can you get?” He looks over my head. “The ad said you’d have some old books for sale, but I don’t see any.”

I turn to see the staff bringing out some of the things Aunt Karen plans to sell, things I’ve never seen before that I can only assume were in the basement or the attic. It all looks like it won’t be at all what this crowd is expecting, especially Ian. I turn to him, and he looks at me with his eyebrows raised.

“The library is back this way,” I tell him as I walk down the hallway, leading him to the room I spend most of my free time in. “My aunt’s husband was a collector, but she has no idea what she has. She just knows it’s valuable.”

“So, she’s not selling?”

“I’m not sure, but probably not.” I swing open the double French doors and lead him into the room, which smells of old books and dusty furniture. It’s the only room in the house that makes me feel at home, even though my mom never had much of a book collection. “I still can’t figure out why she’s having an auction when she…” I don’t know how to finish my thought.

“Doesn’t want to part with anything of value?” Ian asks rhetorically. “I get it. I’ve got several first editions myself, some of them worth a fair amount, but I’d never sell any of them.”

I stare at him, confused.

“I know it makes no sense. I’ve got more books than I could read in a lifetime, but I want more. It seems that I’m never satisfied.”

“If I know my aunt, she’ll only offer the ones you’d have no interest in bidding on,” I tell him. “Like those pieces they’re getting ready in the living room.”

He laughs. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but…” He turns and looks at the books on the shelves. “You do have some good stuff here.” He pulls one volume off the shelf. “Like this one,” he says as he opens the cover. I glimpse the name of the author, somebody called Proust. “This is a pretty rare first edition. It’s probably worth a few hundred dollars all by itself, but if you’ve got the entire set…” He nods at the other books in the bookcase.

Just then, a bell is rung in the living room, and a voice I don’t recognize announces that the auction is about to begin. I look at Ian, and he hands me the book.

“I suppose I should get back out there.” He walks away.

And a thought occurs to me…
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~ Ian ~

The auction room is maybe half-full by the time the lead auctioneer takes her place behind the podium. She’s an older woman dressed in prim and proper black, with short-cropped hair and a severe face that makes her welcoming smile look quite unnatural. I take a seat at the back of the room and sit down. Rain patters against a nearby bay window with a constant drumming sound that almost drowns out the auctioneer.

“Welcome, everyone, thank you for coming out on this - ahem - lovely morning.”

That joke gets a polite murmur of amusement in response. The scattered clusters of other people in the audience remind me of myself. Similar ages. Probably similar amounts of disposable income. Like me, they decided to see what might be worth buying from a house such as this. Most of them seem to have come alone, mostly men, some women. A handful of couples. I get comfortable in my seat and watch.

Another woman stands a little behind and beside the auctioneer. She’s dressed in a way that I assume is meant to project elegance and sophistication, but only serves to remind me of a haunted Victorian doll. Her makeup is also too strong - cheeks too blushed, lips too red, eyeshadow too aqua - and it makes her look a little ridiculous. This, I assume, is the homeowner.

“My name is Maggie,” says the lead auctioneer. “It’s my privilege to lead today’s thrilling auction. I have personally examined each and every time available for bidding and I can say that some of you may be taking home some remarkable pieces.” She holds up a small printed booklet. “Before we begin, has everyone had a chance to read about the lots on offer today?”

I frown and look around. It seems that everyone else is holding a similar booklet. I must have missed those when I stepped into the library with Harper. Maggie looks around, nodding with that vacant smile. I raise my hand and her eyes snap to me at once.

“I don’t have one,” I say.

Maggie purses her lips and nods, but the woman behind her - the homeowner - steps forward. Her eyes blaze and and shoots an intense look at something above and behind me. She snaps her fingers and points to me. For a few seconds, it feels like I’m about to be thrown out, but then I turn and see a vision approaching. Harper. That red dress makes her glow like a beacon of loveliness, even though she’s walking with deliberate caution, ensuring the bottom hem doesn’t rise too high and reveal more of her legs. She hands me an auction booklet with a smile. A genuine smile.

For the second time today, our hands touch.

Then the homeowner - that awful harridan who looks like a haunted doll wearing clown makeup - snaps her fingers again, the sound like a gunshot in the still and silent room. Harper almost flinches. The homeowner jabs a thick, stumpy finger at the floor next to the pedestal where the lots will be presented and Harper moves quickly to stand on that exact spot. Harper’s heels click and clack across the hard floor, grabbing the attention of the small audience. Interest dawns in the faces of the men, with a hint of jealousy in the eyes of the few women. I glance at that harridan in front and see a vile smirk on her overly-red lips. My stomach sinks and I begin to understand everything. Harper stands beside the podium and looks down at the floor, clearly uncomfortable, but nobody says or does anything about it. The harridan seems to neither notice nor care about the girl’s obvious discomfort.

A curious swirl of anger bubbles in my belly. Not only has Harper gotten soaked in the rain trying to put up silly flyers for this auction, but she’s now being paraded and used to try and tempt bidding. That poor girl.

“Excellent, excellent.” Maggie raises her little wooden auction gavel and bangs it on her podium. “Let us begin. Our first lot is a rather special piece, a fascinating antique chair…”

I try not to sigh. Lorna was right. I should have stayed home. But maybe, just maybe, something will turn up that salvages this entire experience.

~~~~

I’ve never been proven wrong so fast in my entire life. Every successive lot is somehow more boring, pointless, and bland than the one before. After three items are sold, I become absolutely certain that this is less of an auction more like the homeowner’s attempt at an upmarket garage sale. Half of this crap wouldn’t look out of place if it was scattered across someone’s front lawn with handwritten price stickers slapped on everything. Maggie does her job well, vastly over-explaining the potential value and significance of old furniture and even describes a stack of vinyl records as “collector’s items”, but even she must know that most of this is a bust.

The harridan standing behind Maggie certainly seems to know that this isn’t going the way she wanted. Her face looks pained, as if the smile has been frozen in place by a gruelling muscle spasm. Maybe she woke up this morning with visions of earning thousands of dollars selling off her old possessions, but so far, nothing has even broken three figures. The rest of the audience seems as bored and listless as me. The one bright spot in this entire experience is the sight of Harper, who gamely tries to smile and look excited about every lot that is placed beside her. Now and then, the harridan clears her throat and gets Harper’s attention and gestures with her hands - bigger, more, better - and Harper’s uncomfortable smile dutifully grows wider. Even though she is a stunning young woman, her presence alone can’t turn worthless junk into priceless heirlooms.

I get the feeling that we’re only sitting here because it would be embarrassing to leave at this stage. Besides, the rain is still going and I don’t feel like getting soaked in the thirty seconds it would take me to jog from the front door to my car.

My phone buzzes with a new message. The sound of the vibration earns me a frown from an old man in the row ahead. I shrug and inspect the screen. It’s a message from Teri - a photo message. I glance around to make sure there’s nobody in range to peer at this. My heart is already racing at the possibilities. I open the message.

I am not disappointed.

Teri is the subject of the photograph - well, most of her body, anyway. Everything below the neck is depicted in perfect clarity. The photo looks to be a selfie, taken by Lorna, who is positioned in the lower half of the frame, her face close to Teri’s open thighs. Lorna’s free hand spreads Teri’s intimate lips, displaying everything, hiding nothing. The younger woman’s excitement glistens for the camera. There is a single typed sentence that accompanies the photo. The words, Wish you were here.

My stomach tightens. You know what? I don’t need to be here. I came, I saw, I left empty-handed. All I wanted was some air and a break; I succeeded. It’s high time I headed back home and joined these girls. I look up and something grabs my attention. Harper. Not just the women - her eyes. She’s looking directly at me. With intent. She wants me to notice her.

“...I’m sure you’ll agree, a very stylish piece indeed.” Maggie’s fake smile looks more ill-suited to her face by the minute.

Several members of the auction team, dressed in black, carefully carry a large ceramic vase to the podium. I bite my cheek to stop a groan from escaping. God, this thing is hideous. Too tall, too wide, covered in pastel blue prints that are either geometric shapes or spectacularly horrible animals. Just looking at this thing feels wrong; like they should be paying me for the eye strain.

And yet Harper is staring right at me. Something in her expression says that I need to pay attention. I can’t guess what she’s trying to say. Does she think I’ll like this horrible-looking vase? I open the auction booklet and flick through the pages until I find the one describing the object. It looks like all the other pages: there’s a photo, a brief description, and a lot number. But there’s something else here, too. The name of the item has been circled a few times by a pen. I look up at Harper. She’s still smiling, but this time, it looks real and genuine.

“Shall we start the bidding at one hundred dollars for this one-of-a-kind item?” Maggie looks at her audience. We’re a captive crowd, but not in the way she might hope. “Do I hear one hundred dollars?”

I look to Harper, trying to figure out what the hell is going on. She gave me this booklet, so she must have circled this item. For whatever reason, she wants me to take an interest in it. But why? It’s bloody hideous. If I had to guess, this vase comes from the seventies, also known as the Decade That Taste Forgot.

“One hundred dollars?” Maggie says again, with less sureness in her tone. She looks around the room. Apparently everyone else has the same opinion of the vase as I do. “Perhaps that’s a little steep. How about eighty dollars as our starting bid?”

Harper’s eyes grow wider. She stares at me, hard, laser-focused on my face to the exclusion of everyone else in this room. Her moves, imperceptibly nodding, encouraging, willing me to place a bid.

I can’t understand it at all.

“No? Come on, this is a truly remarkable piece,” Maggie says. “Very well, fifty dollars?”

I raise my hand.

“Fifty, gentleman at the back, thank you, sir. Do I hear sixty?”

Harper’s delighted smile is cut short as an old woman raises her hand.

“Sixty, splendid. Seventy? Sir, at the back?”

Harper nods, urgency on her face. I raise my hand again. Maggie nods.

“Seventy. Madam, do I hear eighty?”

The old woman shakes her head. Even she doesn’t think this godawful blue printed vase is worth parting with eighty bucks, and I can tell from the look of her outfit that she has both the money and the terrible taste.

Maggie slams the gavel. Harper beams at me. Then her expression returns to that blank, uncomfortable, please-buy-this smile, and her eyes return to the middle of the room once more. I’m left staring at the page in the booklet, scratching my head in bewilderment.

~~~~

By the time I return home, the rain has slowed, but not stopped. Lorna and Teri are lounging on the couches, wearing thin silk robes that highlight their gorgeous figures and prove that neither woman is wearing anything underneath. I carry the large vase into the hallway and set it down. Lorna is the first to come for a closer look.

“What the fuck is that?”

“It’s a vase. Don’t you like it?” I keep my face straight.

“No. It’s terrible. Why the hell did you buy it?”

“It’s for you.” Now I act shocked, as if her words have hurt me. “You don’t like it?”

Lorna stares at me in disbelief. “What? How much did you spend on this?”

“Four million dollars.”

“You - crazy - fucking - what?”

Now I can’t stop myself from laughing. The look on her face is almost as funny as the idea that anyone would put down seven figures for this piece of shit vase. No doubt the awful harridan of the house was desperately hoping for that much money.

Teri joins us. She slips an arm around Lorna’s waist, equally fascinated and flummoxed by the blue and white ceramic vase occupying a large space in the hallway.

“No, this was only seventy bucks.”

“I hope you kept the receipt,” Teri says.

“Why did you buy it? I thought you were looking for exciting things?”

I shrug. “I can’t really explain. There was a girl working there. We got talking before the auction began. She seemed really excited for me to take this home. I really don’t know why.”

“Sounds like she made eighty bucks off your dumb ass.”

Teri looks around. “Where will it go?”

“I don’t know. In the furthest room of the house, behind a closet, under a pile of blankets.”

I grab the vase and lift it. There’s a sound from inside the ceramic. A soft thump, like something has shifted. I put the vase back down. Teri peers through the neck.

“There’s something in here.”

She reaches inside, her entire arm disappearing into the ridiculous thing, and pulls something out. We all look at it. My jaw drops.

It’s a book. Proust. Swann’s Way. The book I was admiring in the library before the auction began. Teri pulls more books out of the vase. Six more, in total. I stare at the books with utter shock. It’s all seven volumes of In Search of Lost Time, Proust’s masterpiece, a collection worth thousands, if not tens of thousands, of dollars.

And Harper found a way to give it to me.

“What a woman,” I say, feeling the confused gaze of Lorna and Teri on my face.

~ Harper ~

The living room is a hollow shell by the time the last guests drift out, their voices fading into the echo of empty wood floors. Auction staff move with the grim efficiency of people who have done this too many times before, folding chairs scraping against the floor as they stack them into neat, joyless piles. The few things that actually sold - like that hideous floral screen and a couple of mirrors that look like they belong in a funhouse - are tagged and wheeled away. Most of the junk is just getting shoved back into corners, out of sight but not out of mind.

I’m still in the red dress Aunt Karen picked out, the one she said would “impress the bidders,” not that it did. My feet are killing me, my cheeks ache from fake-smiling, and there’s a lump in my throat I can’t swallow down. Aunt Karen is barking orders at the crew like she’s the general of some doomed army, her voice sharp enough to cut glass.

“Careful with that side table,” she snaps. “That’s a family heirloom.”

“It’s from IKEA,” the mover mutters under his breath. I stifle a laugh.

Karen hears it and turns to glare at him. “Excuse me? Do you want to be paid today, or not?”

The poor guy just rolls his eyes and keeps walking. I cross my arms and try to stay invisible. I’m hoping if I blend into the wall, she’ll forget about me, but no such luck.

“You could help, you know,” she says, turning her angry eyes toward me. “Instead of standing there like a houseplant.”

“I was helping. All afternoon,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “I’ve been standing up here like a prop while you sold off whatever garbage you found in the attic.”

Karen narrows her eyes. “Excuse me?”

“You treated me like a decoration, Aunt Karen. You snapped your fingers at me like I was a dog.”

“You should be grateful, Harper. After everything I’ve done for you — taking you in, feeding you, clothing you — and this is how you repay me?”

My stomach turns. “You didn’t ‘do it for me.’ You took me in like I was some stray cat and never let me forget it.”

“If you don’t like it here, you can leave,” she says, her voice shrill and unhinged.

“Maybe I will,” I shoot back.

And that’s when Ian walks in again, holding the hideous vase like it’s a trophy. He’s damp from the rain, a few drops lingering on his jacket. He looks back and forth between us, clearly aware of the tension.

“I think I found something interesting in this vase,” he says cautiously.

Aunt Karen’s attention snaps to him like a whip. “Interesting how?”

He sets the vase on the floor and tips it on its edge. “There’s something inside.”

Aunt Karen’s eyes go wide, but I already know.

Ian reaches in and starts pulling the Proust books out, one by one. The moment is slow, surreal — like watching a magician produce an impossible number of scarves from his sleeve. Volume after volume emerges. The whole damn set.

“What the hell…?” Karen seethes.

“They were hidden in the base,” Ian says, lining them up on the coffee table. “You had no idea they were in there?”

Karen rounds on me, her mouth tightening into a grim, wrinkled line.

“You little thief,” she spits. “You did this. You knew they were in there, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t steal anything,” I say, stunned. “I found them. In a vase. In your house.”

“Exactly. My house. My vase. My books.”

“You were selling it for fifty dollars,” I snap. “You didn’t care about what was in it until now.”

She steps closer. “You always were like your mother—nose in the air, thinking you were smarter than everyone else.”

“Don’t talk about my mom,” I whisper.

Karen laughs bitterly. “Oh, please. She was a dreamer who died broke, and now I’m stuck cleaning up after her failure.”

My hand clenches so tight I feel my nails bite into my palm. “You’re awful.”

“Get out,” she says. “Get out of my house.”

I freeze. I don’t know where to go, but I’m too angry, too shaken to care. Then Ian steps between us, calm and steady.

“That’s enough,” he says to Karen. “Harper didn’t steal anything. This is all a big misunderstanding, nothing more.”

Karen glares at him, but he doesn’t flinch.

“I’d say she’s got a good eye,” he continues. “And a good heart.”

“She manipulated you,” Karen hisses.

“No,” he says. “She helped me.”

He turns to me. “Harper, would you like to come stay with me? My house is quiet. And dry. And nobody there will scream at you for being kind.”

I don’t speak right away. I just stare at him, stunned. Finally, I ask, “Are you serious?”

He nods. “Serious as a heart attack.”

Karen scoffs. “Oh, wonderful. Off you go, then. Go live with some old man and see how far that gets you.”

I glare at her. “I’ll pack.”

I don’t wait for her to say another word. Upstairs, I tear through my closet, shoving clothes into my duffel bag and jamming my toiletries into a tote. I don’t even think—I just move, fast, afraid she’ll change her mind or throw something at me or worse, beg. But she doesn’t. She just fumes downstairs, probably furious she didn’t think to check the vase first.

Ten minutes later, Ian’s waiting by the door. I take one last look at the hallway—at the cold walls, the dusty carpet, the house that never felt like home. Then I step out into the rain. Ian opens the passenger door, and I slide in.

I don’t look back.
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~ Ian ~

She’s silent for the entire drive back, staring out the window, elbow resting on the door, chin cupped in her hand. I glance over a few times. Every time I try to say something, her shoulders judder and I’m ninety percent certain she’s crying. I get it. Well, actually, I don’t. I’ve never been forced to move in with a domineering relative who then tossed me out on my ass with a sneer and snide remark. But I get why she’s upset. That can’t be easy.

And now she’s moving in with me, a guy she barely knows - scratch that, doesn’t even know at all - with all her worldly possessions in a couple of half-full bags. I’d be gazing out the window and crying if I was in her position, too. All she knows about me is my name, the fact that I drive a car, and owned an umbrella earlier today. She doesn’t know a damn thing about me.

Come to think of it, I don’t know a damn thing about her, either.

I roll up in front of the house and cut the engine. Rain patters on the roof, softer than it did the last time the two of us were in this car, but still audible. It’s the only sound either of us hears for a moment. Then, finally, I decide to break this silence.

“Would you like me to carry your bags?”

Her answer comes a moment later, from a voice that sounds as wet as the world outside.

“Why did you bring the books back?”

“I’m sorry?”

“I wanted you to have those books. I gave them to you. Aunt Karen would never have noticed. She would never have cared.” Harper turns her face toward me now. Those beautiful eyes are tinged red and her cheeks are slick and shiny. “I just wanted to do something. Give her the finger. Spit in her face. Why did you bring them back?”

Her bottom lip trembles. My heart almost breaks. She projects pure innocence and the sadness in her face is too much to bear.

“Because it was the right thing to do, Harper. Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate the gesture - more than you can possibly imagine - but that wasn’t the right way to go about it. I’d love to have Proust in my library someday, but not like that. You can’t know for certain that your aunt would never have noticed, and if she did, you’d be in much bigger trouble than this.”

Harper sniffs. It’s hard to know if my words are having any impact, or if the impact is a positive one. I keep going.

“We might not know each other all that well, but I want to do the best I can for you. I have a few spare rooms, you’re welcome to choose whichever one you like. Don’t worry about rent or anything like that, I don’t-”

“Why?”

“I’m s-sorry?”

A fresh tear rolls down her cheek. She can’t speak without being interrupted by big, gulping sobs. “Why - me? You don’t - know - me. We’ve never - met. I can’t live - with - you!”

All good questions. I honestly don't have any answers for her right now. I lift my hand to put it on her shoulder, but retreat. We don’t know each nearly well enough for physical contact yet. All I can do is tell her the truth.

“It’s the right thing to do.”

She looks into my eyes, her pupils glassy, lips trembling. She says nothing, so I try again.

“If you don’t want to stay, that’s completely fine. I won’t blame you. But at least have a warm meal and bed for tonight. Think it over. If you feel the same way tomorrow, we’ll find alternatives for you. But at least it can’t be as bad as living with Aunt Karen, right?”

A tiny smile. Finally, progress. I climb out of the car into the rain, shoes kicking water every which way. I grab her things from the trunk and pop her door open, holding the bags aloft to shield us from the rain. Harper steps out and unzips the side of the duffle bag and pulls out a small umbrella. She opens it and holds it above us. We huddle together and walk into the house.

“Woah. This place is something else.” Harper stands on the mat, flecks of water dripping from the bottom of her pretty red dress. She looks around the hallway with a stunned expression. “This is really your house?”

“I often ask myself the same question.” I put her bags to one side and kick off my shoes. She folds the umbrella and hands it to me.

“It’s yours. The one you gave to me earlier.” She looks a little shame-faced at the admission. I hang the umbrella on a hook and let it drip on the mat.

“Let me give you the tour.” I walk ahead of Harper and open the door to the living room. It’s empty. I glance around, looking for the girls, but there’s no sign. “So, this is where I mostly spend my evenings, when I’m not in the library.”

“You have a library too?”

“Yes. But unlike your Aunt Karen, I actually sit in there and read the books.” That gets a smile from her. I grab some tissues from a box on the side and hand them over. She wipes her face. “What do you think about the place?”

Harper glances around the room, puzzled. Eventually, she says, “It’s very… sophisticated?”

I laugh. “That’s the nicest way to say it looks old.”

She giggles.

“Come on, I’ll show you the rest.”

I walk Harper around the ground floor of the house. She’s understandably nervous and keeps looking around, as if expecting something to jump out at her. Can’t say I blame the poor girl. This whole day has been a total rollercoaster. While we’re walking, I hear a distant, muffled sound from another part of the house; a sound I immediately know and recognize all too well. It’s the girls, and from the sound of it, they’re building to a crescendo. I start talking louder, heat creeping into my cheeks. I’m not ashamed of this home or anything the occupants do inside these walls, but the last thing I want to do is frighten Harper away before she’s even sat down.

As we enter the kitchen and the tour comes to an end, Harper says, “You live here all by yourself?”

“Uh, no, actually. I have a couple of guests. Well, perhaps that’s the wrong way to describe them. They’re-”

I fall silent at the sound of footsteps padding on the stairs, accompanied by feminine giggles. Lorna, Teri, and Jamie - who I did not expect to see until Tuesday - enter the hallway. I wave them closer. Thankfully, they’re all dressed, mostly. Teri seems to be wearing a long night shirt and not a whole lot else, while Lorna and Jamie are fully clothed, although the fabric is creased and appears to have been pulled back on in a hurry.

“Ian!” Jamie sees me first. She rushes closer, wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me on the lips. “Lorna said you stumbled over a whole collection of Proust? Is that true? Can I see it?”

“Uh, not exactly.” I smile at the three girls as they enter the kitchen. Teri notices someone standing behind me, her brow creasing in interest. I step to the side and gesture to our newest guest. “Ladies, this is Harper. Harper, these are my - well, I don’t think we have a term for it yet. This is Lorna, Teri, and Jamie.”

~ Harper ~

I’m trying so hard not to stare. The three girls standing in the kitchen are like something out of a perfume commercial—effortlessly beautiful, loose and casual, each of them wearing clothes that look thrown on at the last minute but are somehow perfect. Jamie’s the one who kissed him like it was the most natural thing in the world, but the others didn’t react. Teri leans against the counter and watches me as if she’s figuring out my life story, while Lorna… well, Lorna radiates confidence so intense it’s like standing next to the sun.

“Hi,” I manage, suddenly wishing I had changed out of the red dress that is both too much and not enough.

“So, Harper,” Lorna says. Her voice is smooth and her smile is warm, but something in both makes me feel like she’s got me all figured out in the five seconds we’ve known each other. “Welcome. Are you hungry? Can we get you something to drink?”

I nod, then shake my head. “I—I mean, I could... But only if it’s not…if I’m not interrupting—”

Jamie grins. “You’re not. We just finished… something.”

The way she says it makes the air feel warmer.

Lorna moves to the fridge and pulls out a pitcher of something pale orange. “Sit,” she tells me, but it doesn’t sound like a suggestion. I do as I’m told.

Ian slides into the seat next to me. Teri goes to a cabinet and pulls out glasses, then Lorna pours the juice, or whatever it is. It smells like ginger and something citrusy. “Try this. It’s got a ton of electrolytes and probiotics.”

I take a sip. It’s sharp, cool, so strong it almost makes my eyes water.

“You okay?” Jamie asks, leaning across the table.

“Yeah, I just—” I glance at Ian. “I thought I was just staying for the night. I didn’t expect…”

“You didn’t expect us?” Teri asks, her voice teasing but not mean.

I shake my head and look down at my drink. “I don’t want to get in anyone’s way.”

“You’re not, Harper,” Ian says immediately. But before he can say more, Lorna sets her glass down with a clink on the island’s marble countertop.

“Why don’t we show Harper upstairs?” she asks the girls before she turns to me. “We’ll let you pick out a room for the night, if that’s all you want to stay.”

I glance at Ian, and my heart jumps. His expression is kind but otherwise unreadable. I nod.

As I follow the three women up the stairs, I realize I have about a million questions, none of which I can figure out how to ask. Are they roommates? Friends? Something more? They move like they’ve known each other for years. I trail behind, my bag slung over one shoulder, every instinct telling me to be careful, even as something deeper pulls me forward.

“So, Teri and I are down this hallway,” Lorna says as she waves at another wing of the enormous house, “and Ian’s room is this way.” She giggles a bit, but I don’t understand why. She walks past the closed door that is Ian’s and opens the next one to what is clearly a guest room. It’s painted a soft, warm gray, the bed made perfectly, books lining the shelves. Ian wasn’t kidding about his love of books. “This one is an option, or you can take one in our wing, whatever feels right to you.” She smiles warmly again, and it’s a comfort.

But when I try to speak, my voice won’t come out, so I just nod.

Jamie glances at me and smiles. “You’ve got some questions, don’t you?”

I bite my lip. “I mean… sort of. But I don’t want to—”

“You want to know what’s going on, don’t you?” Jamie asks. “We’re not shy. You can ask.”

“I just…” I hesitate. “I wasn’t sure if you’re… with Ian.”

Teri laughs, but not in a mocking way. “You could say that.”

I blink.

Lorna leans her hip against the dresser, arms folded. “We’re all with Ian.”

“I don’t live here full time,” Jamie says. “But she’s right. We’re all with Ian.”

“But, like—together?” I ask, blinking hard.

“Yes,” Teri says, smiling. “Sexually. Romantically. Practically.”

I sit on the edge of the bed, my head reeling, before my legs give out. “Oh.”

They exchange glances. Lorna’s eyes soften, and she unfolds her arms. She sits next to me.

“You’re not shocked, are you?”

“I mean, yeah. I am,” I admit. “But not in a bad way. I’m just… surprised, is all.”

Jamie plops down on my other side. “I felt the same way when I got here,” she looks at Teri. “What was it, last week?”

“Two weeks ago, but who’s counting?” she giggles.

“We all felt the same way when we first got here,” Lorna adds. “It takes a little getting used to, no doubt about it.”

Teri perches on the window seat, legs tucked under her. “You were only planning on staying the one night?”

I nod.

“Why? Where will you go?”

My eyes begin to flood. “I don’t know.”

“We’d love it if you stayed here, Harper,” Lorna says. “So would Ian.”

“You think so?” I ask. “I barely know him.”

Jamie tilts her head. “You’re attracted to him, aren’t you?”

I feel my whole face go red. “I barely know him,” I whisper.

“That’s not a no,” Teri grins.

“It’s okay,” Lorna says, cutting through the teasing. “Ian’s not a predator. He won’t try anything unless you want him to.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about,” I mumble.

“So, what are you worried about?” Jamie presses.

I take a deep breath. “That it’s too good to be true.”

They all go quiet for a few seconds. Then Lorna says, “It’s not perfect. But it’s honest. No one here is jealous. We don’t fight over him. Or over each other. We just… share.”

“Each other?” I ask. I wondered, but…

“Yeah,” Lorna says as she stands up from the bed. “Right, ladies?”

“Right,” Teri says as she stands up from the window seat.

I hold my breath as they look at each other for a beat before Jamie clears her throat.

“Uh, maybe we’re throwing too much at the poor girl?” she offers, and the moment passes. Lorna turns to face me.

“So, you just share Ian? And that works?” I ask her.

She smiles and nods. “It does for us. But it doesn’t have to be that way for you. You can stay here for as long as you like. No one will think any less of you if you do. And no one will pressure you into anything, especially Ian.”

I glance around the room at the cozy lamp, the soft bed, the three girls looking at me like I’m already part of something I don’t understand but want to.

“It just seems…” I begin.

“Too good to be true?” Lorna finishes.

I nod.

“Then stay long enough to find out for yourself,” she says.

And somehow, I think I might.
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~ Ian ~

Harper stays in her room for the rest of the afternoon. I hope that she’s unpacking, but in all likelihood, she’s probably clutching her knees to her chest and rocking back and forth on the bed. I sure would, in her position. Moving in with a bunch of complete strangers is crazy enough, but this is wildly different to any other house in the world. We might be strangers to Harper, but we’re far from that with one another.

When the girls return from giving Harper the tour, Lorna says, “Don’t worry, Ian. We explained it all to her.”

“All of it?” My heart almost leaps out of my throat. I glance toward the stairs, expecting to see Harper high-tailing it out of the house as fast as she can move. “How did she-?”

Jamie holds up her hands. “Relax. It’s cool. We didn’t go into specifics. We just gave her the lay of the land.”

“Without emphasizing the lay part too much.” Lorna smiles at her own joke.

“She’s sweet.” Teri touches my arm. “What’s her story?”

“It’s not really my place to say.” I slip an arm around Teri and Lorna, each of whom stand beside me. “If Harper wants to, she can tell us. I only know a part of it.”

“What about the books?” Jamie looks around, expecting to see seven valuable masterpieces on the kitchen counter. “Can I at least see them?”

I wince, already anticipating her reaction. “That’s the one part of the story I know for sure. Harper tried to give me the books as a gift, a little eff-you to her overbearing Aunt Karen. I couldn’t accept it, not under those circumstances.”

Jamie opens her mouth to protest and tell me what an idiot I am and how I need my head examined for giving away a collection like that. I cut her off.

“I know, I know. But you would have done the same.”

“No I bloody wouldn’t.”

“Should we keep an eye on her?” Teri’s gaze is fixed on a point in the ceiling, no doubt the approximate location of the room Harper has chosen to use for her bed tonight.

“Let’s not crowd her. She’s had a hell of a day.”

“Who hasn’t at some point?” Lorna gives a roll of her eyes, but she gets it.

I retire to a comfortable armchair at the rear of the house, looking out across the expansive back lawn. Rain continues to fall against the window. On a day like this, there are few things more relaxing and enjoyable than sitting somewhere warm and dry with a good book.

Meanwhile, Teri busies herself in the kitchen, preparing dinner for tonight. Lorna and Jamie head down to the library together. At my request, they close the door. I’m a little concerned about frightening Harper away or putting confusing expectations out there, and we all know that the girls are not going to the library to read. Sure enough, I hear them together before long; a soft undercurrent of melody to accompany the percussion of falling rain.

There are worse ways to spend an afternoon.

Eventually, Teri calls out that it’s time to eat. The library door bangs open and the girls emerge, padding upstairs, both sounding breathless.

“I don’t know about you,” Jamie says, her voice carrying through the lower floor, “but I’ve worked up one hell of an appetite.”

We all reconvene in the kitchen, gathered around the counter. All but one. Teri gazes up at that spot in the ceiling again. She says, “Should I go and get her?”

“I’ll do it.” I touch her arm. Soft and warm and creamy-smooth. “You guys get started. This smells amazing Teri, thank you.”

She beams with pride. “One of my mom’s old recipes. It’s perfect for a rainy day.”

I leave the three girls to take their seats and start dishing the food, heading out of the kitchen and along the hall and upstairs. I try not to step too carefully, letting my footfalls carry through the house. The last thing I want is for Harper to think that I’m trying to sneak up on her.

Upstairs, all of the bedroom doors are wide open. All except one. This morning, that room was empty, so I’m left to assume that Harper is inside. I knock on the door. After a second, her muffled voice proves my assumption correct.

“Yes? Hello?”

“Harper, I just wanted to let you know that we’re sitting down to dinner.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“And you’re more than welcome to join us.”

“Oh! Sure. Thank you.”

The door opens and I’m face to face with young Harper. The last time I saw her, she was partially drenched, her eyes were almost as red as her dress, and she was pale with cold. Now, a few short hours later, I’m looking at a whole different woman. She’s changed into a more comfortable and casual shirt-and-slacks combo - inspired by the girls, if I had to guess - and even taken the time to apply some makeup. The young lady standing in the doorway is almost the complete opposite of the one I brought to the house just a couple of hours ago. She’s poised, glamorous, and happy. There’s still a lot of shyness in her face and body language, but at least there’s a smile on her face. That shy yet genuine smile gives Harper this wonderful, angelic quality that makes me want to wrap a blanket around her shoulders and protect her from all the bad things in the world. I take a second to gather myself before returning her smile with one of my own.

“Did you think we wouldn’t let you eat with us?”

“I don’t know. Aunt Karen didn’t.”

“Do I look like that awful witch?”

She giggles.

“Come on.”

Harper follows me down to the kitchen, where the girls greet her with genuine enthusiasm. Harper’s face flushes. She hangs back for a moment, looking at the counter. I pull out a chair and she sits in it, seeming embarrassed about all the attention. Lorna hands Harper a plate and Teri immediately swoops in to dish out some of the delicious-smelling food. I watch like a proud peacock, enjoying my little unit. We’re not a family and we’re not a group of strangers. We’re something better; something new, unique, and wonderful.

I wouldn’t trade this for the world.

“Here you go.” Teri scoops a generous portion of steaming lasagne onto Harper’s plate. “Let it cool off a little first, you don’t want to burn your mouth.”

“Th-thanks.”

Meanwhile, Lorna and Jamie lean across the marble countertop, each with a plate of sides, each dishing the contents on Harper’s plate. Lorna adds a couple of slices of fresh garlic bread, while Jamie contributes a small mountain of salad. Harper’s eyes widen at the sight of so much food.

“Th-thanks,” she says again.

Teri’s face almost glows with pride and she takes a seat next to our new young friend. I position myself at the head of the table, looking out across the four of them. It’s a good thing this kitchen is so spacious and the island counter is so vast; we all have elbow room without getting cramped and there’s still plenty of extra seating available. Teri and Harper sit to my right, while Lorna and Jamie face them from my left.

For a moment, there is no talk. We all start digging into tonight’s feast, making appreciative murmurs, nods, and expressions. Teri looks at each of us in turn to make sure we’re satisfied with the meal. I, for one, am beyond satisfied, and I tell her so.

“Thank you.” Her eyes sparkle in pleasure. Part of her happiness comes from taking such great care of us. The other part is being told that she’s performed well. I think that second point is due to her submissive nature; she likes to be praised and complimented. “It’s a recipe my mom taught me. The secret ingredient is a little chocolate in the tomato sauce.”

“Your mom taught you well. It’s delicious.”

We eat in silence for a few moments longer. I cast half an eye in Harper’s direction. She’s eating slowly, carefully, her face angled toward the table and avoiding eye contact. She reminds me of the new kid on their first day in school. I decide that it’s high time for Harper to feel welcome, to feel like she belongs here, to be part of our little unit.

“So, Harper, I’m sure everyone here has questions for you.”

She looks up from the plate, her face like a deer in the headlights.

“And I’m sure you have questions for all of us, too. Maybe we should give you a brief rundown of how we all ended up here?”

She nods. The other girls pause eating, looking to follow my lead. Head of the table. Head of the household. Head of the conversation.

“Great. Well, for me, I bought this house. I used to live in Ann Arbor years before, when I was a math professor at the college. I moved to California for almost a decade, got lucky with my business, then moved back here when my wife passed away. I’ve got enough money to live comfortably and look after anyone I want. That includes you, Harper. If you want.”

I turn to Lorna, passing the baton of conversation over to her. She takes it with a twinkle of good humor.

“I was one of Ian’s students, way back when. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to finish or graduate. I went through kind of a rough patch for a while and then we ran into each other again a few months ago. Ian offered me a room here and the chance to go back to college and finish what I started.”

She exchanges a look with Teri, who catches on immediately.

“So, um, Lorna and I used to work together at this crappy little diner in town.”

“The Sunshine?” Harper speaks for the first time since we started eating, taking Teri by surprise.

“Yes. You know it?”

“They do the best waffles. I always tried to eat there at least once a week, if I could.”

Teri beams once again. “Waffles were my wheelhouse. I made those all the time.”

Harper’s jaw drops. Teri continues, looking into her new admirer’s face.

“That was where we met, Lorna and me. But I always wanted to have my own cleaning business, so Lorna introduced me to Ian and the rest is history.”

Now all eyes turn to Jamie. Most people might be uncomfortable at having so much undivided attention on them, but Jamie is not that kind of woman.

“I’m just a college student. Friend of Lorna’s. Came here to interview Ian about his library, ended up helping him try to catalog that huge collection. Plus the extra perks keep me coming back.”

A wry smile lifts the corners of her soft lips and she gives us all a knowing look. Harper’s cheeks flush and she leans back in her seat. She finally asks the question that must have been eating away at her for the last couple of hours.

“You guys - you’re all… lovers?”

I lace my fingers together like an interview subject, prepared to discuss this arrangement with as much calm, rational detail as she wants to hear it. The girls turn to me.

“Yes, Harper. The four of us have a very casual and easygoing living arrangement. There are no firm rules and only a few loose boundaries. I know it might not make a lot of sense from the outside, but it works.”

Teri places a hand over Harper’s. A gentle, reassuring gesture. “But we aren’t all together, all the time.”

“We’d never get anything done!” Jamie says, with a wink and smile.

“Sometimes we pair off, sometimes there are three of us. Sometimes Ian is there and sometimes he isn’t.”

Harper blinks. Apparently this wasn’t something she had previously considered. She says, “You mean…” Her eyes drift from Teri to Lorna to Jamie. Each of them gives a slow but definitive nod in turn. “Oh. Oh wow.”

I can see the wheels turning in her mind, gradually accelerating as more and more thoughts and questions rush to the front. I hold out my hand, placating her, and say, “Just so you know, Harper, this is just something between the four of us. We have zero expectations or demands of you, okay? Nobody is ever going to tell you to do anything or expect you to get involved, especially if you don’t want to. And we’re not going to do anything in front of you, either.”

There’s a flash of relief in her eyes. “Thank you.”

“Trust me, honey,” Lorna says, “when Ian says something like that, he means it. He’s the best man I’ve ever known.”

A wave of warmth washes over me at her kind words. I can’t help but notice that Lorna, Teri, and Jamie are each looking in my direction with wistful smiles and gentle eyes. Now it’s my turn to blush.

“The point is, Harper, you’re my guest. You can stay as long as you like. I know we don’t know each other well, but I’d like the chance to offer you something that I think your awful Aunt Karen could not.”

“What’s that?” Her mouth tightens at the mention of her vile relative.

“I want to offer you a home.”

She says nothing for a moment, but I can already see the effect of that single word. She looks at the food in front of her. She looks at the other girls. She looks around at the kitchen. She is already imagining what it might be like to call this place home.

And I think she likes the thought of that.

“So, Harper,” Lorna says, seizing the moment, “you know what brought us here. How about you? What’s your story?”

~ Harper ~

The smell of lasagna and garlic bread fills the kitchen, warm and inviting. I don’t remember the last time I sat down for a meal that felt made for sharing. At Aunt Karen’s, food was always transactional—reheated frozen meals, cheap take-out on paper plates, and complaints about the price of everything.

Here, it’s so different. Teri moves around the kitchen like she’s in a rhythm, sliding things in and out of the oven, brushing olive oil across thick slices of bread, tasting sauce, and nodding like a girl on a mission. Jamie sets the table while Lorna fills the glasses with the same something she gave me for lunch, fizzy and pink. Ian opens a bottle of wine, then pours a small glass of something non-alcoholic for me without asking. Just… assumes. And he’s right.

We sit down together and no one fights for space or talks over anyone else. The conversation starts light, mostly teasing and banter between the others, the kind of easy shorthand you only develop by living closely.

When Ian mentions everyone’s questions and stories, I try to follow along, even as a part of me feels like I’m floating outside my own body, watching a version of myself I don’t recognize. I try to keep everything straight, but it’s a struggle.

At some point, Lorna turns to me. “So, Harper… What’s your story?”

I stiffen, almost choking on a piece of bread. “What do you mean?”

“You know what brought us here. How about you? What’s your story?”

I glance at Ian. He gives me a small, encouraging nod, but says nothing.

I take a breath. “My mom died last year. Pancreatic cancer. She didn’t tell anyone she was sick until it was too late to do anything.”

The words hang in the air for a second, and then Teri reaches over and touches my hand.

“She sounds like she was really strong,” she says gently.

“She was,” I say. “Too strong sometimes. Always trying to protect me. Even from the truth.”

They’re quiet, letting me keep going.

“After she passed, I moved to San Diego to live with my dad and his girlfriend. On a boat.”

“A boat?” Jamie perks up.

“Yeah,” I say, laughing for the first time tonight. “He’s kind of a hippie. Believes in freedom, solar power, and not owning things. Especially not his responsibilities.”

“So it didn’t go well,” Lorna says, but it’s not a question.

“No. The girlfriend never wanted me there, but he didn’t want to admit it. I tried to make it work, but after a while, they said I should come stay with Aunt Karen back home in Michigan. That was six months ago.”

“And?” Jamie asks, her eyebrows raised.

“And it’s been awful,” I say simply. “She’s cold. Controlling. Everything I do annoys her. She uses me like free labor and makes me feel like a burden every day.”

They nod, all of them, like they’ve known someone like that before.

Ian clears his throat softly. “And the books?”

That makes me freeze.

“The Proust books?” I ask.

“Yes.”

I twist my fingers in my lap. “I found them in the library at Karen’s house. I don’t think she even knew they were there. They’re beautiful. Old, but in good shape. Real. You don’t find things like that anymore.” I take a breath. “Anyways, when I saw that she was going to sell that ugly vase for fifty bucks like it was nothing, something inside me snapped.”

“So you hid the books inside?” Lorna asks.

I nod. “I knew it was wrong, but… it felt right at the time. Like I was saving them from being thrown away or sold to someone who wouldn’t care. And I knew Ian would care.”

Ian blinks at that, clearly caught off guard.

“I remember you saying you liked books,” I add quickly, cheeks burning. “And I just— I don’t know. I wanted to do something kind. Something that would matter.”

Silence falls again, but this time it’s not awkward. It’s soft. Accepting.

“I think you did,” Ian says. “It mattered to me.”

Teri smiles. “I think it’s kind of romantic. You, hiding treasure for him like that.”

“More badass than romantic,” Lorna adds with a look.

Jamie laughs. “Maybe both.”

Their open kindness and lack of judgment is like a balm I didn’t know I needed. It unlocks something inside me—like I don’t have to pretend anymore.

I look at each of them in turn. Teri, with her sweet smile and soft curls. Jamie, sharp and smart, her confidence glowing like an aura. Lorna, graceful and magnetic, makes you want to follow her without even knowing why.

And then there’s Ian. Solid, calm, kind. Attractive, yes—but more than that. There’s something about his age, his steadiness, his voice. I never thought I’d be into someone older, but sitting here, across the table from him, I get it. He makes me feel safe in a way no boy my age ever has.

The age thing gnaws at me, though, with all four of them. Jamie’s in college, but she’s a senior, so she’s probably almost four years older than me. Lorna is back in college after a long absence, so she’s likely even older than Jamie. And although Teri looks younger than both of them, I’m almost sure she’s not. She just has this way about her that makes me feel so young and immature. They all do.

Especially Ian. He’s got that gray hair in his stubble and a little salt and pepper thing going with the hair on his head. He’s even got those wrinkles around his eyes when he smiles, which he does all the time, it seems. I don’t think I’ve ever met a man with an easier laugh or self-assured, confident vibe in my life, not that I’ve met all that many adults. But that’s the other thing about Ian–he is such an adult. There’s nothing the least bit immature about him, unlike virtually every other man I’ve ever known.

Which scares me half to death.

Then I realize I’m staring and quickly look down at my plate. “I should get to bed,” I murmur. “It’s been… a long day.”

Jamie stands. “We’ll help you get settled.”

I wave them off gently. “It’s okay. I remember the way.”

They let me go, and I retreat upstairs, the warm sounds of laughter and dishes fading behind me.

I close the bedroom door and lean against it, heart still racing.

After I change and brush my teeth, I climb into bed. It’s huge, unlike the flimsy single my aunt stuck me with. The sheets and pillowcases are decadent, but sleep doesn’t come.

I lie in the dark, staring at the ceiling, my mind spinning. I think of Ian’s handsome face and easy manner. Of Teri’s laugh. Of Jamie’s kiss earlier, so casual and confident. Of Lorna’s voice when she said no one would think less of me.

I’ve never imagined myself in a situation like this before.

But now I can’t stop imagining it.

All of it.
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~ Ian ~

“Was it something we said?” Jamie frowns at the ceiling, at the sound of Harper closing the bedroom door and shutting herself away from the rest of us.

“No.” I give an emphatic shake of my head. “Absolutely not. After everything she’s been through - and I mean everything, not just today - I think she needs a little space.”

“She said she might only stay for one night.” Teri’s lips curl as a concerned look transforms her sweet, serene, submissive face into something decidedly motherly. It’s honestly quite adorable the way these young women, scarcely older than Harper herself, have rallied around the girl.

“If that’s what she wants to do, I’ll respect that. But it’s her choice and nobody else’s.”

The three women nod, fully supporting my decision and agreeing with me. After all, each of them has made similar choices in the not-too-distant past.

We finish eating and Teri begins cleaning up and removing plates and wiping surfaces. I offer help, but she shoos me away with a look I’ve come to know lately. This is both her job in the house and her joy in our relationship. Jamie stands up from the counter and stretches.

“I hate to love you and leave you, but I’ve still got a big-ass pile of homework assignments waiting for me at home. Catch you guys later?”

Lorna gives her college friend a kiss on the cheek and a squeeze of the butt. Jamie laughs. I get a sudden flash of inspiration and head over to a brightly colored bowl sitting on a side counter, filled with random coins, receipts, and keys. I slip a key off the ring and turn back to Jamie.

“Here, I want you to have this.”

She stares at it, not knowing what to say.

“It’s the key.” I hold it out to her. “For the front door. So you can come and go any time you like.”

Jamie’s jaw drops. She reaches out to take the key, but changes her mind and throws her arms around me. I almost laugh in surprise, but she pushes her lips to mine and her tongue glides into my mouth and neither of us says much of anything for a long, wonderful moment. Then she eases away, her eyes wet, and takes the key.

“Thank you, Ian. You’re something else, you know that? What am I going to do with you?”

“Are you looking for suggestions? Because I always have a few.”

She laughs, kisses me on the cheek, and walks to the front door. There’s a notable spring in her step.

“That was sweet of you.” Lorna’s warm smile could melt steel. “I hope that wasn’t your only key.”

“Remind me to get a new copy tomorrow.”

Lorna shakes her head with a laugh. She slips her arms around my neck and gives me a soft, gentle, loving kiss.

“I’m gonna hit the hay, okay?”

“Of course.” My hands rest on her hips. My hands have rested on her hips a lot over the last few months. Sometimes we’re standing, like this. Sometimes she’s rising and falling while I hold on for dear life. “Which room?”

“My own, for once.” She winks. “I’m kinda tuckered out - for now. And I want to go over my latest assignment bright and early tomorrow.”

“On a Sunday?”

“Tell me about it.” She rolls her eyes and kisses me again. “We can’t all be super laid-back retired millionaires.”

She kisses Teri and walks out of the room with a final wave. I stand back as Teri finishes cleaning, polishing the marble surfaces to a high shine. The counter tops are so bright they’re almost mirrors at this point. My thoughts drift from Teri to our newest guest. I glance up at the ceiling, to the approximate position of the room Harper has chosen for herself. Is she okay up there? Is she comfortable? I feel bad that I haven’t asked her about the room yet.

“Ian? What are you thinking?”

Teri stands before me, arms folded, expression quizzical. I rub my chin and say, “Should I check on her? Maybe bring a glass of milk or something?”

“Milk?” Teri giggles. “How old do you think she is?”

“What do eighteen year olds drink before bed? Hot chocolate? Beer?”

Teri giggles again. She takes a glass from the cabinet and fills it with fresh water from the fridge. Once again, I’m reminded of how cool and confident and commanding she is in the house. She might be sexually submissive and eager to please in the bedroom, but domestic bliss is her domain and she’s got it covered. She hands me the water and says, “Here. Go and offer this.”

I turn but pause. Teri feels me hesitating.

“What’s wrong? I don’t have any fruit slices left to go in the glass.”

“No, not that. Would it be weird if I show up at her door? She might get the wrong idea.”

Teri purses her lips. She wrinkles her nose. She nods and takes the glass.

“I’ll go first. Count to twenty.”

She walks up the stairs. I count to twenty and follow her up. When I reach the top of the stairs, Teri is standing outside Harper’s room. It seems that she’s chosen the room just a couple of doors down from my own. Harper is lingering in the doorway, holding the glass of water. She wears a long nightshirt that somehow makes her seem even more innocent and adorable than she already is. She sees me approaching and blushes, as if embarrassed to be seen like this.

“Thank you for the water, Ian,” she says.

“Not at all. Nothing worse than being thirsty in a dark, unfamiliar house. Is the room okay? Do you need anything?”

“Everything is perfect, thank you. The bed is so comfy. It’s really nice.”

“Great. I’ll see you in the morning. Sleep well.”

She flushes again. I have to wonder how long it’s been since anyone wished her a pleasant sleep. I can’t imagine wicked Aunt Karen saying it.

Teri and I step back so Harper can close her door. I walk over to my room and stop. Teri is lingering a few paces behind me. She’s almost loitering, waiting, expecting…

“Well?” I gesture at the empty bedroom. “What are you waiting for?”

She giggles and rushes past me. By the time I close the door, Teri has stripped and pushed her underwear down and bent over my bed, ass out and ready for me to do… anything I want.

I take off my clothes in the half-light and step into place behind her, casually caressing Teri’s warm, soft, willing body. She coos and sighs and makes all the right noises of encouragement. I’m ready to perform in a matter of moments. Teri arches her back and opens herself and guides me home. We groan in delicious unison as our bodies meld and disconnect and meld all over again. Slowly at first. Gently. Carefully. Then faster and more determined. Lorna is a natural at embracing Teri’s submissive side and taking control. For me, it’s a little more difficult. I’ve spent decades on an equal footing with a woman, so assuming a commanding position doesn’t come easily to me.

Not at first.

Not until I get the hang of it.

Before long, I’m pinning Teri to the bed and grabbing her wrist and holding her in place and making her take it. She gasps and moans and makes even more noises of encouragement. I glance at the bedroom wall, suddenly concerned about the sounds we’re making. Part of me wonders why it matters - if Harper is going to live here, she’ll have to get accustomed to music like this. But I did promise her that we would make an attempt to be discreet.

I place a hand over Teri’s mouth to gag her. Somehow, it has the opposite effect. Teri gets louder. And wetter. And more frantic beneath me. I keep her pinned and pump back and forth, somewhere between the speed of an accelerating piston and a wild jackhammer. Her pert ass shakes and rocks and bounces with every thrust. Her muffled wailings fill the room.

As our passion grows more frantic, I stop thinking about the noise. I stop thinking about Harper, two rooms down. I stop thinking about anything except what I’m doing to Teri and how to make her moan more than ever.

And then I lift her leg and drive deeper inside and I accomplish that goal.

~ Harper ~

The sound of the door clicking shut after Ian and Teri leave lingers in the quiet like a note that hasn’t fully faded. I sit up slowly, the cool glass of water still in my hand, the condensation damp against my fingers. They had only been in the room a moment, but their presence changed something. Or maybe not changed, exactly—more like confirmed something I hadn’t quite wanted to admit. The way Teri touched my arm, casual and intimate. The way Ian’s eyes lingered on mine just a second longer than they needed to. Not inappropriate. Just… present.

There’s no doubt about it anymore: this house is more than what it seems. It’s more than just a home. It’s a space filled with desire, with energy, with something I don’t have the words for yet. But I’m right in the middle of it.

I lean back against the headboard and stare into the dim light of the hallway slipping in under the door. I can still hear them, faintly—Teri’s laugh, Ian’s deeper rumble in response. And then silence. A few minutes pass. Then…

The sounds start.

They’re not loud, but they don’t have to be. The unmistakable rhythm of movement. A low, drawn-out creak of bedsprings. A thud. A breath. And then… a moan. Soft at first, then a little sharper, longer.

My breath catches. My entire body goes still. They’re… right down the hall. Doing that. Like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

A part of me wants to cover my ears. But I don’t. I can’t.

Instead, I put the glass on the nightstand and lay down, frozen, caught between about a dozen feelings all fighting for space. Embarrassment, for hearing something so private. Excitement, because I can’t deny the way my skin tingles. Envy, bitter and sharp, because someone else is experiencing something I’ve never had. And then—shame. Because I want it. I want it so badly.

I try to focus on something else, anything else, but the sounds continue. I hear Teri’s voice, low and breathy, Ian’s faint groan, the sound of skin against skin. I know I should feel awkward or appalled. But I don’t. I feel… alive. More alive than I’ve felt in months, maybe ever.

My mind starts to wander, completely out of my control now, images rising like steam from a kettle.

What would it be like to be with a man like Ian?

Not just a man. An older man. Not like the boys at school who fumbled their way through makeout sessions and never asked what I liked, if I liked anything at all. Ian has presence. He listens when I speak. He sees me, like I’m a person who matters. I imagine him leaning over me, his voice low and warm, asking if I’m sure, if I want this—and I do, oh God, I do. I imagine his hands, slow and certain, sliding under my clothes like he already knows every inch of me. I picture him between my legs, patient and commanding, not because he wants to dominate me, but because he wants to teach me.

My hand slips beneath the hem of my shorts almost without thinking, fingers brushing against the damp warmth already blooming there.

And then I think of Teri. Her body on top of mine, breasts brushing my chest, her hair tickling my collarbone. Would she go slow? Or would she take charge, pin me down, and make me gasp into her mouth until I forgot how to breathe? I picture her tongue, her hands, her eyes watching my reactions as she touches me like no one else ever has. Would she tease me, tell me how good I looked? Would she laugh when I moaned for the first time?

The thought makes my hips rise instinctively. My fingers dance.

I’ve never been with a woman. I’ve barely been with anyone. But the idea makes something in me crack open. There’s no fear in the fantasy, only curiosity, wonder. What would Jamie be like? I see her in my mind, all mischief and confidence, crawling onto my bed with that sly smile, whispering something that makes me blush. She’d take her time, like she had all night, all week, all year. She’d make me beg for it, just to hear me say it out loud. I think of her mouth on my breasts, her fingers spreading me wide, slow and precise. I imagine losing control with her, and the thought almost unravels me.

And then… Lorna.

God. Lorna.

She would undo me.

She’s beautiful in a way that feels dangerous, magnetic. I picture her undressing me with a kind of reverence, laying me out on the bed like I’m something sacred. She’d kiss every inch of me, slow and deep and unhurried, until I forgot my name. I imagine her hands, her lips, her voice in my ear telling me to let go. I picture myself trembling beneath her, not because I’m scared, but because I trust her. Because I want her to take me apart.

My fingers move faster now. I can’t stop. I don’t want to.

But even in the heat of it, doubt flickers through my mind. What if I froze in the moment? What if I panicked? What if I couldn’t do it? What if I wasn’t enough?

But what if… what if I loved it?

What if I were good at it?

The thought makes my breath hitch. I press my hand harder between my thighs, shaking now, jaw clenched tight to keep quiet. My mind floods with the image of all three of them—Teri, Jamie, Lorna—kneeling around me on the bed, this bed. Teri kissing my neck, Jamie teasing between my legs, Lorna holding my face and whispering things I can’t quite hear. Their bodies pressed against mine, mouths and fingers and breasts and thighs, heat and softness and slickness. I want to drown in them.

I climax with a muffled cry into my pillow, my legs tightening, toes curling, muscles trembling with release. The feeling washes over me in waves—intense, warm, almost too much—and I lie there afterward, chest heaving, soaked in sweat and wonder.

What the hell is happening to me?

But I don’t feel guilty.

I feel alive.
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~ Ian ~

I slowly wake in gentle morning light to the feeling of softness and warmth and tantalizing wetness gliding over me. Enveloping me. Caressing me. Not my entire body, but focused on one specific area. The one specific area that matters most. I let out a sighing groan and slowly open my eyes. For a moment, it seems that I am alone in bed. There’s no sign of Teri. But then I notice that there is something beneath the bed sheets; a large mound that appears suddenly halfway down the bed, beginning roughly around my waist. The top end of the mound rises and falls at a gentle pace, in time with the warm wetness gliding up and down my manhood.

Hell of a way to start the morning.

I lift the sheets and peep below to get a better understanding of what’s happening. Teri is down there, between my legs, her mouth wrapped around my organ, gently rising and falling, bringing me back to consciousness in the best and most erotic way possible. Her movements are slow, unhurried, and careful. No hands involved, just mouth and tongue and throat.

“Morning to you, too.” I give her an awe-struck smile

Her lips curl in delight, stretching around my shaft, not slowing or stopping her actions for a moment. All I can do is watch and relax and enjoy. Not that I would want to do anything else. Teri seems to enjoy pleasing others as much as others enjoy being pleased. And with a mouth as gentle and talented and wonderful as hers, I’m never going to complain.

Teri lavishes me with attention. At first, she was doing it to wake me. Now she’s doing it to thrill me. I’m awake and thrilled. Mission accomplished on both counts. Her warm, soft lips and silky, gliding tongue work in tandem, up and down, long and soft and slow. I groan again, vocalizing my appreciation for her abilities. She gives a moan of delight in return.

She continues her steady, considerate, but relentless progress. I gasp for her. I groan for her. Teri is the conductor and I am the orchestra. She manipulates me with expert precision and unwavering control, never going too fast or being too eager. It’s almost enough to drive a man crazy.

Just as I start to wonder if she’s ever going to push me to the brink, Teri eases back and releases me from her mouth. She smiles and climbs up the bed and sits on me, her warm sex enveloping my shaft with even more enthusiasm than her mouth. Her cooing gasps fill the air and she begins to rock in my lap. Her wonderful body waves and shimmers in the morning light, so pure, so divine. She rises and falls above me, all her weight resting on the single connection between us that drives deeper inside her with every peak and valley. We moan as one. I reach out to her and she links her fingers through mine. So small. So soft. So feminine.

She moves faster now, her resolve and self-control finally eroding away as pleasure and need and yearning and lust and desire consume her. All I can do is cling to her slender yet powerful fingers and try to match her energetic pace.

A few months ago, I would never have been able to keep up with a woman like Teri. But now, with every minute, hour, day, and week of near-constant practice and attention, my hips move on their own. I rise to meet her descent. I ease back as she crests a fresh peak. Her pleasure is mine. My pleasure is hers. She’s passionate, eager, and determined, especially once she senses a climax is on the near horizon. She treats all orgasms equally, both hers and those of her lovers. She revels in the joy of bringing someone else to rapture. It’s never a burden, never something to be endured, never an obstacle to her own pleasure.

I reach climax first. It feels like an intense surge in my belly, a huge tidal wave that washes away from me and crashes into Teri from within. The pressure of my orgasm tips her over the edge and our cries mingle like our erupting fluids. She shudders and trembles and shakes above me, her lithe body dancing the exotic beat of mutual bliss. It’s a sight that fills my heart to the brim. Her muscles tense and contract, squeezing that warm tunnel around my pulsing cock and making me cum even harder. She looks into my eyes with a face of pure, wondrous bliss.

“Ian!”

Teri gasps my name and trembles for a few moments longer, then finally collapses. She slumps onto me, heart racing against her breasts, our bodies melding and entwined together. Warmth slowly trickles out of her and onto the sheets. We let out similar satisfied exhales. I kiss her damp forehead.

“Morning, Teri.”

“Good morning, Ian. I didn’t know if you wanted to sleep in but… well, I couldn’t help myself.”

“Teri, sweetheart, if you ever hear me complain about being woken up like that, I want you to check me into a mental hospital.”

She giggles and kisses my cheek. What a way to start the day.

After a long period of sensual lounging, we get up. I make my way to the shower and get clean, while Teri throws on a light shirt and heads downstairs to make breakfast. I can’t help glancing at the closed door to Harper’s room on both legs of my journey to the bathroom. There’s no sound on the other side. I hope she hasn’t slipped out in the early hours. I hope Teri and I weren’t too intense last night. Harper seems like such a sweet, innocent young woman. I’d hate for her to be upset or offended by anything as beautiful and natural as sexual intimacy.

By the time I get downstairs, Teri is dishing up. Lorna is already at the counter, looking over a stack of serious-looking papers. I peep at them as I take my seat. It seems that Lorna is deep into the higher-tier math assignments at college. I would expect no less from a woman of her extraordinary abilities. To my surprise, Jamie is here too, sat beside Lorna and looking over her own stack of college assignments and homework. I raise a quizzical eyebrow and she gives an embarrassed half-shrug.

“I forgot to go shopping. All I have in the apartment is packet ramen.”

I chuckle in understanding and take my seat at the head of the table. The rooms feels cozy and welcoming, but we seem to be missing someone.

“Is Harper still in her room?” My heart sinks a little. I had hoped that all was quiet behind that closed bedroom door because she was already downstairs.

Teri shakes her head. “No sign just-”

She falls silent at the sound of bare feet stepping onto the hallway floor. All three of us look back to see Harper gliding toward the kitchen. She’s awake and dressed in a seriously cute pink shirt and shorts combo and already seems to be glowing with vibrant energy. I’m delighted to note the absence of her bags. That doesn’t mean she hasn’t already packed, but it’s good to see that she might be considering staying for longer.

“Good morning everybody,” she says, her voice more confident and assured than it was at any point last night.

“Morning, Harper.” I rise and pull out a seat for her. She takes it with a smile. “How did you sleep?”

“I slept…” Her eyes meet mine and flick away. She glances toward Teri and away again. Her cheeks pinken. Apparently she did overhear us. “I slept great. Best sleep I’ve had in years.”

“That’s great!”

Teri puts a plate in front of Harper, already loaded with pretty much everything a girl could want. Fresh pancakes. Fruit. Syrup. She adds a glass of orange juice and places a hand on Harper’s back. The younger girl doesn’t stiffen or flinch at the unexpected touch, but I see a curious look flash through those shining eyes and her cheeks flush further. Teri doesn’t seem to notice, or hides it well if she does.

“Sweetie, do you like tea or coffee?”

“Oh, um… Tea?”

“Sure. We have English breakfast, peppermint, fruit, lavender… You name it.”

Harper’s mouth twitches for a moment, overwhelmed. Teri giggles. She gives Harper a gentle hug. Again, that curious look flashes through her eyes. I wonder if she’s maybe not used to being treated with affection or if there’s something else going through her mind.

Teri says, “I’ll just make you a normal tea with milk and sugar, okay?”

“O-okay.”

Teri makes warm drinks for everyone. Lorna has already had at least one cup of coffee but accepts a second with a grateful smile. She eats with one eye toward her assignment. Jamie takes her coffee black while scanning lines of printed text with a sharpened pencil. I have to wonder if she actually likes the taste of black coffee or if she drinks it because that’s what she believes journalists do.

I dig into my breakfast and Harper follows suit. Teri takes a seat beside Harper and joins us. We all make little sounds of appreciation for the excellent meal. After maybe a minute of comfortable silence, Teri speaks.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I had the best night’s sleep.”

Harper says nothing, but her lips tighten and she glances down at her plate. It’s curious. I don’t detect any embarrassment in her - she’s not shying away from Teri or myself - and she’s not avoiding eye contact. But there is a hint of shame in her. I wonder if there’s more to it than vague embarrassment at hearing two people making love. Maybe she liked what she heard?

Oh, come on, old man. Don’t put those kinds of thoughts out there. Harper’s a sweet girl. A precious jewel. Don’t cheapen her with thoughts like that.

“Me too.” Lorna looks up from her papers with a knowing smile. “I’ve slept well every night since I moved in here. Must be all that cardio. Burning those calories.” She winks at Teri. Harper, however, doesn’t look away this time. Her eyes meet with Lorna and stay there for a couple of seconds before sliding away. Something seems to pass between the two women. Something I can’t quite put my finger on.

We eat a fine breakfast - a damn fine breakfast, as always - and the conversation moves to the day ahead. Lorna tells us that she’s going to be concentrating on her assignments for most of the day, as is Jamie, while Teri has no firm plans. They look at me, waiting.

“Nothing set in stone. I could go to the store and get a new key. Apart from that…” I shrug. “What about you, Harper? The world is your oyster.”

For a moment, she is quiet. I wonder if she’s ever been asked what she wants to do. It might be a question she’s not heard for a long time. Finally, she says, “Um, I don’t know. Could I come with you to the store? It would be nice to get some air.”

“Sure.” I can’t stop smiling at the thought of being in her company for a while. “I’ll be ready to leave in about an hour, is that okay?”

She nods.

“Great. I’ll leave you to it until then.”

I push my empty plate away and thank Teri for the meal. Then I leave the kitchen and three women alone together.

~ Harper ~

The moment Ian’s footsteps fade down the hall and the kitchen door swings shut behind him, the air in the room shifts, not awkward exactly, but suddenly intimate in a new way, like something has been left unsaid and the silence is asking for it now. The girls go back to their breakfasts—Lorna nursing coffee like it’s a lifeline, and Jamie scraping up the last of her eggs with a piece of toast—but I can feel their attention still half on me, like they’re waiting, letting me lead, giving me space.

I stare into my plate of eggs Teri made for everyone, and the words are there in my throat, hot and thick and nervous, but I know if I don’t say them now, I never will. So I speak softly, like I’m testing the sound of my own voice.

“I heard you guys last night,” I say, looking up, knowing I don’t have to clarify. They all know what I mean.

Teri doesn’t even blink. Jamie raises an eyebrow but stays quiet. Lorna sets her spoon down gently and turns toward me.

“I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop,” I add quickly, feeling my cheeks color. “I wasn’t… listening, I just… heard.”

“Of course you did,” Jamie says with a shrug. “Ian’s bed is not discreet.”

“It’s fine,” Teri adds, and her voice has no defensiveness. “We’re not shy about that stuff. You don’t need to be either.”

“I don’t know how not to be,” I admit. “I’ve never lived anywhere like this. Or with people like this. And hearing that, knowing you were just—comfortable, with me being right down the hall… it didn’t upset me. It excited me. But it also made me realize how much I don’t know. I don’t want to assume anything, or misread things, or make a fool of myself because I’m new to all of it.”

“You won’t,” Lorna says calmly, and it’s the certainty in her voice that soothes me more than the words themselves.

“You can’t make a fool of yourself here,” Jamie adds, smiling into her mug. “There’s no wrong way to feel.”

“I just don’t want to embarrass myself,” I say. “Not because of what I want, but because I don’t know how to ask for it. Or what it even is yet.”

There’s a long pause, but not an uncomfortable one. Then Lorna leans forward, her gaze steady and open. “You’re allowed to be inexperienced. You’re allowed to be unsure. This house isn’t about expectations. It’s about trust. Exploration. Taking your time.”

“You don’t have to do anything,” Teri adds. “There’s no initiation ritual. No weird pressure.”

“But,” Jamie cuts in, grinning, “if it helps… we’re all interested in you.”

I blink. “Wait. You are?”

“Sexually,” Teri says, and I can’t help but notice how calmly she says it, how unbothered she is by the gravity of her words.

“And personally,” Lorna adds. “We like you, Harper. That’s not an act.”

“I…” My voice wavers, and I try to steady it. “I like you too. All of you. I’m just… overwhelmed. I’ve never been with a woman. I’ve barely done anything with boys. I’ve fantasized, sure, but it’s not the same. And now here I am, sitting at a table with three gorgeous women who have clearly done this before and who seem completely comfortable with everything I find… terrifying.”

“It is terrifying at first,” Lorna says, her voice like silk. “That’s why we take it slow. That’s why we talk.”

“We can help,” Jamie offers, and there’s a kindness in her tone I hadn’t expected. “We want to help. Think of us as your tutors in pleasure.”

Teri giggles. “Sex Ed: Group Study Edition.”

I cover my face with my hands, laughing and mortified all at once.

“You don’t have to do anything until you’re ready,” Lorna says again, more gently this time. “But when you are, we’ll be here.”

“And Ian,” Teri adds. “You couldn’t ask for a better man. He’s patient. Intuitive. Completely obsessed with making sure you’re enjoying yourself.”

“He’s not going to push me?” I ask the question, escaping before I can filter it.

“He wouldn’t dream of it,” Lorna says, and I believe her. “You’re in charge.”

The words are comforting, but they don’t erase the tangle of emotions inside me. I’m aroused, nervous, flattered, uncertain. It’s too much and not enough all at once. But underneath all of it is this quiet flame of desire—desire to be touched, seen, known, not just as Harper-who-lost-her-mother or Harper-who-doesn’t-know-what-she’s-doing, but as Harper who wants.

“I don’t know when I’ll be ready,” I whisper.

“That’s okay,” Lorna says, smiling.

“That’s part of the fun,” Jamie adds.

After breakfast, I go upstairs to grab my hoodie, still thinking about what they said—about being teachers, about Ian being patient, about not having to know everything right away. It all sounds too good to be true, like something from a dream that dissolves when you try to hold it.

Ian is waiting in the front hall, keys in hand. “Ready to make you officially one of us?”

“You mean the hardware store?”

“Exactly,” he says, grinning. “Nothing says ‘home’ like your own key.”

We drive in silence for a few minutes, the kind that feels companionable, not awkward. He hums along to the radio while I pick at a thread on my sleeve and try to find the courage to say what I need to say.

“I talked to the girls,” I finally tell him as he pulls into the lot, but instead of getting out, he puts the car in park.  “They told me about… everything.”

He nods without looking at me. “And how do you feel about it?”

I consider the question for a long moment. “Excited. Curious. A little terrified. It’s a big step. And I’ve never taken anything like it before.”

He shuts the car off, then turns in his seat to face me fully, his eyes steady and kind. “Harper, you’re in charge of the pace. No one here will ever ask more of you than you want to give. Least of all me.”

I nod, feeling a lump in my throat. “I want to learn. I want to try. But it might take time.”

“I’ve got time,” he says. “And I’m very interested. In you.”

“I just…” I trail off, trying to pin down the feeling. “It’s a big step. I don’t want to be pushed. Or feel like I’m performing. Or disappointing you.”

“Harper. First of all, you are never, ever, going to disappoint me. It doesn’t work that way, so put that possibility out of your mind. Second, you’re in control of the timeline. You don’t owe anyone here anything—not me, not them. But if you want to explore this—any of it—we’ll be right here. And I will never ask you for more than you want to give.”

He’s so convincing that I believe him. I do. But it still feels surreal.

“I just can’t believe you’re… interested in me. With so many beautiful, experienced women at your beck and call…”

His expression turns serious, but not stern. “I’m not interested in them instead of you. I’m just interested in you. You’re thoughtful. Honest. Intuitive. You feel things deeply. I see that. And that’s what draws me in.”

I look away, suddenly blinking hard. It’s too much. And it’s just enough. And for the first time, I let myself imagine what it would feel like to say yes.
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~ Ian ~

Harper is quiet for a few moments. Long enough for me to wonder if I went too far with what I just said or if I came on too strong. But she turns back to me, eyes bright cheeks tinged with pink, and says, “I want to. I do. I really want to.”

“Want to…?”

Her expression fills with yearning. “I want to be like them. Lorna, Teri, Jamie. The things you do together.”

I nod, slowly. It feels like there’s more to this sentence. “Is there a but?”

“But… I don’t know how.”

I place a hand on her knee. Not too high. Not too intimate or familiar. Just a reassuring touch. “When you’re ready, you will. But I’m not going to pressure you or keep nagging at you, okay? It doesn’t bother me if you’re never ready, Harper. I just want you to feel comfortable and happy in the house. That’s all.”

She moves closer, fast, as if making a sudden snap decision. She puts her lips to my cheeks in a soft, quick kiss. Before I can react, she pulls back, blushing hard, and climbs out of the car. The feel of her soft lips lingers on my cheek for several wonderful seconds and the intoxicating, floral scent of her skin hangs in the air. Despite everything I’ve experienced over the past few months - all those intense erotic experiences I’ve enjoyed with the girls - the feeling of a simple kiss on the cheek still gets my heart beating.

There are a handful of scattered cars in the parking lot of the hardware store. A couple of smaller family vehicles, some larger SUVs. In the corner of the lot are a collection of pickups, flat beds, and tow trucks, the drivers all standing outside and leaning against the cabs, enjoying a lazy morning conversation. I climb out of the car and follow Harper toward the large sliding glass doors. She snakes her arm around mine and holds onto me as we walk inside.

Inside, the hardware store is almost every man’s dream. Huge, long aisles are jammed from floor to ceiling with all kinds of tools and materials and crafting implements. It’s impossible not to inhale the scent of freshly sawn wood and not get the wild urge to start putting up shelves or designing a new table.

Harper looks around with big, wide eyes. Apparently this is her first time in such a store. She says, “Where do we start?”

I take her arm and lead her to the left, running along the inviting aisles with their many dozens of themed items. We pass wooden boards and paint cans and nails and drills and buzzsaws and anything else that a person might need for that essential home project. Maybe twenty or thirty years ago, I would have glimpsed some exciting, intriguing piece of machinery and made a beeline straight for it, hungry to take it home and start using it. Nowadays, I’m more inclined to take a second look at an aging hardback than one of these hammers or saws.

We walk along the entire length of the expansive warehouse to the rows of checkouts and stop before a large unit the size and shape of a vending machine. Big black letters stamped across the top of the machine declare that it’s name is, Keyz-U-Make. I slip Lorna’s key from the loop she gave me and place it on the little pedestal and hit the buttons and the machine swallows my money and whirrs into life.

“Is that it?” Harper looks at me with an incredulous expression. “All this, just for that?” She looks back at the rows upon rows of stuff we just walked past.

“Yeah, just this.” I chuckle at her reaction. “What? Were you expecting me to grab a fresh toolbelt and another drill?”

“I don’t know. Isn’t that what guys do in places like this? Buy wood and hammers and stuff?”

“What am I going to do with a two by four and a pack of nails?”

She giggles. “Maybe make a table or something. I don’t know!”

We laugh together as the key cutting machine whirrs and clinks and spits out two fresh and shiny new keys. I pick them up and take Lorna’s key and turn to the beautiful young woman at my side.

“Hold out your hand.”

Harper does as I ask. Hand out, palm up. I place one of the bright, shiny, and newly-cut keys on her palm. She gazes at it with awe.

I say, “This is for you, as long as you want to stay in the house. You can come and go as you please.”

“Wow.” Her bright, wide eyes make my heart ache. “I’ve never had a key before.”

“No? Your aunt never gave you one?”

She shakes her head.

“What if you came back to the house late at night?”

“She locked the door at eight, no matter what. I’ve had to sleep in her porch a couple of times.”

Just when I thought Aunt Karen couldn’t get any more repulsive. I close Harper’s hand around the key and say, “As long as you’re staying in my home, you will never have to worry about food or warmth or shelter. I promise, Harper, you’re under my protection. Nothing will happen to you.”

Harper throws her arms around my neck and kisses me. Not a peck. Not a smooch. A kiss. Full and deep and filled with meaning. But still with a hint of shyness, as if she doesn’t know how to turn a kiss into something more. Her mouth opens. So does mine. My tongue-

She pulls away, cheeks flushed, a shocked look in her eyes, as if she didn’t mean to do that. She blushes hard and brushes hair behind her ear. Neither of us says a word, but we turn as one and lace our hands together and walk out of the store. The parking lot seems brighter than when we walked into the store, somehow.

“Hey, Harper. How’s it hanging?”

She pulls away from me as if electrocuted. There are three young men strolling toward the entrance, each with a knowing smirk on their faces. Their eyes are fixed on Harper. I don’t like the way they’re looking at her. The one who spoke seems to be the leader of this little group. He takes a step forward, gaze locked on Harper.

“If you need lessons handling a big piece of wood, you’ve still got my number.”

Harper gives him daggers. “Shut up, Gabe.”

“What’s the matter, Harper? Too much for you?”

I step between the young man - Gabe, she called him Gabe - and Harper, pulling her behind me. I lock eyes with Gabe and say, “That’s not how you talk to a lady.”

“Is this your dad, Harper?” He looks me over with a sneer. “No, wait. Your grandad?”

“Shut up, Gabe!” Her small voice practically drips with poison. “Leave me alone!”

“Aw, come on, babe. That’s not what you said last time we hung out, is it?”

Gabe’s two friends chuckle and smirk behind him. Clearly, there’s some history here that I’m not party to, but it’s not hard to figure out.

“The lady asked you to leave her alone.” I keep my voice level, but inside, I’m boiling. This little punk. Not just the way he’s treating Harper, but his whole demeanor. I’ve met a hundred guys like him in my life and they’ve all been grade-A jerkoffs.

“Don’t worry about it, gramps. We all know what the lady likes.” Another sneer. He winks at me. “But she’s got my number if she wants another ride.”

Gabe and his two cronies stroll past us and into the hardware store. I loop an arm around Harper’s trembling shoulders - fear, anger, frustration - and walk her back to the car. She’s icy until the doors close, when she lets out a sudden sob.

“I’m sorry, Ian! I’m so sorry. That jerk.”

“You don’t have to apologize, Harper. That little shit should be the one apologizing to you. Let me guess, an old boyfriend?”

She sob-snorts. “He wishes. That… that bastard. I hate him so much. We were only together for a month. I didn’t even think we were boyfriend and girlfriend.”

“Hey, it’s okay, you don’t have to explain.”

But apparently she does. Harper keeps talking, unloading all her stress and angst in one huge outburst.

“I thought he cared about me, I thought he liked me! All he did was drive me around in that stupid car-” She points at a vintage Chevy Nova sitting idle in the lot. “-And beg me to make out with him! I only went with him because it was better than being at home with Aunt Karen. We just drove around and made out and he begged me - constantly! - for more. And then when he told me he loved me and I finally gave in, he told me to get in the backseat and… and…”

Tears roll down her cheeks. The fury boiling in my belly tastes like acid in my throat. I sit quietly. She lapses into another sob before continuing.

“But the worst part of it all - even worse than him bragging to all his stupid friends and worse than how bad he was at doing it and how short and pathetic it was - the worst part was that he pulled off the condom at the end and ruined my favorite dress.”

I’ve heard enough. I place a hand on her knee and give it a gentle squeeze. I climb out of the car. My blood is bubbling in rage. Something needs to be done. This wrong needs to be set right. I look around for ideas and a light bulb blinks to life in my brain. I walk over to the collection of pickups and flat beds, with the drivers hanging out and drinking coffee from flasks.

“Excuse me!” I wave as I approach, all smiles and warmth. I point to one of the tow trucks. “Is this available?”

“Yeah, we do odd jobs, stuff like that,” says a man who I presume is the owner of the vehicle.

“Great. I have a favor to ask. You see that car over there?” I point to the Chevy.

“Yeah?”

“I want you to take it to the scrapyard. Right now.”

The guy scoffs. “Get real, man.”

“I’ll pay you ten grand for it. Fifteen if you message me a photo of the car getting crushed.”

His eyes widen at the figure, then narrow in suspicion. “Come on, man. You gotta be…”

I take out my phone. “Give me your details.”

He does, slowly, as if not trusting me. I punch them into the banking app on my phone - thank goodness Teri showed me how to work this thing properly - and turn the screen to him. One, five, and three zeroes. His jaw drops.

“Are you for real, man?”

“Are you going to send me that photo?”

“You bet your ass!”

The guy is already climbing into the cab before he finishes speaking. I walk back to my car and sit in the driver’s seat. Harper looks at me, eyes red, but full of confusion.

“Where did you go?”

“Watch.”

We look through the windshield at the Chevy Nova. The tow truck rolls into position before the hood and driver hops out. He grabs the rear winch and loops it around the vital parts. In a matter of seconds, the front of the car is hoisted into the car and rendered helpless. Harper lets out a gasp. The driver waves at us. He gets back in the cab and hauls the Chevy out of the lot and down the road.

Harper bursts into wild laughter.

We drive home, both jubilant at how our little trip turned out. Harper sings to music on the radio and I smile at her singing. As I pull up in front of the house, my phone buzzes. I take it out and show Harper the screen. There are a dozen photos of a familiar Chevy Nova being swallowed up by the jaws of a huge mechanical car crusher. I smile to myself. Was it petty? Yes. Was it risky? Definitely. Was it worth it? Absolutely.

“Ian, you…” Harper wipes a tear from her cheek. “Lorna was right. You’re not like the others.”

“Is that a compliment?”

She grabs my face and kisses me. This time there is no shyness in her touch. My tongue finds hers. She lets out a little groan of hunger. She pulls away, eyes glazed.

“Ian…”

“Harper?”

“I’m ready.”

~ Harper ~

I take Ian’s hand without needing to say anything, and I lead him upstairs, my heart pounding so loudly I wonder if he can hear it. My fingers are trembling, not from fear but from a storm of anticipation, a rising tide that’s been swelling inside me since I moved into this strange, impossibly warm house where people are honest about what they want and unafraid to take it. I know he can feel my nervous energy, but he doesn’t say a word. He follows, steady, calm, letting me set the pace.

When we reach my room, I close the door behind us and lean against it, needing the cool of the wood against my spine to ground me. I look up into his eyes—God, those eyes—and find nothing but patience and desire there. No judgment. No expectations. Just that quiet heat that’s been simmering between us from the moment he pulled his car over and offered me a ride.

I don’t ask. I just cross the room and kiss him again.

His lips are warm, steady, unhurried. They move against mine like he’s savoring the moment, like he’s waited long enough and isn’t going to rush what’s finally, finally happening. My hands slide up his chest, over the muscles I’ve imagined more times than I’ll ever admit. He kisses me back, deeper now, his hands settling on my waist, holding me like I might drift away if he doesn’t anchor me.

I whisper against his mouth, "I want you. I want this."

He doesn't answer, not with words. He steps back just enough to look me in the eye, then cups my face in his hands and kisses me again—soft, reverent, like I’m something precious he doesn’t want to break. And then he lowers his mouth to my neck, kissing a path from my jawline down to my collarbone, slow and deliberate, his breath warm against my skin. Every touch lights me up. Every kiss deepens my ache.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmurs, his voice a low rumble that makes my knees weak. “So desirable. You have no idea how much you excite me.”

I close my eyes and shiver, because it doesn’t feel like a line. It feels like the truth. His truth.

He unbuttons my blouse one slow button at a time, and when he opens it, his hands brush reverently over my bra, over my belly, over the skin I’m so used to hiding. He doesn’t grope or rush. He touches me like he’s studying a painting—appreciating, savoring. His fingers brush the underside of my breast and my breath catches. Then he leans down and kisses me there, just above the lace.

“Perfect,” he says softly.

I exhale shakily as he undoes my bra and slides the straps off my shoulders. My nipples harden immediately in the cool air, but even more in response to his gaze, to the way his eyes darken as he takes me in. And then his mouth is on me.

He kisses each breast, his hands cupping and lifting, and then his lips close around one aching nipple. I gasp, louder than I meant to, as he flicks it with his tongue, then gently nibbles, the shock of it sending heat straight between my legs. I’ve never been touched like this. Not like I matter. Not like I’m fascinating.

When he switches to the other breast, I arch into him, clinging to his shoulders, biting back a whimper. He whispers praise between kisses—calling me stunning, saying how much he’s wanted this, how much he wants me—and his voice, those words, only make me wetter.

By the time he drops to his knees in front of me, I’m shaking. I clutch his hair for balance as he unfastens my pants and slides them down my thighs, leaving me in nothing but a soaked pair of cotton panties. He looks up at me with hunger and something else—reverence, maybe—and then he kisses me through the thin fabric. Once. Then again. Then with his tongue.

I cry out. I can’t help it. My legs tremble and he holds me steady, murmuring how sweet I taste, how soft I am, how good I smell. Then he pulls the panties aside and begins to lick me properly, and I almost forget how to stand. His mouth is slow, patient, teasing. He explores me like it’s his favorite thing in the world. He licks, sucks, and strokes me with his tongue in ways I didn’t know were possible. No one’s ever done this to me before. No one’s ever wanted to. But he clearly does. And God, does it feel good.

My knees start to buckle and he lifts me effortlessly, carrying me to the bed like I weigh nothing. He lays me down gently and kisses his way back up my body, trailing heat over every inch of me.

“I want to please you,” I whisper. “I want to… return the favor.”

I look at him, really look at him, as I reach for his pants. But as soon as I touch him, I feel how hard he is. I freeze for a second, my fingers trembling. The idea of taking him in my mouth suddenly feels… intimidating. Even a little gross. But I want to do it anyway. I want to make him feel the way he just made me feel. So I steel myself, summon everything I have, and start to move down.

He stops me with a gentle hand on my shoulder.

“You don’t have to do that, sweetheart,” he says.

“But I want to.” I stare at him, and he nods. “I’ve never…done this, but I really want to do it with you, Ian.” I feel my face getting red. “I want you to be my first…” I can’t say the word.

“Okay,” he says softly. I look at his pants again and take a breath. I unbuckle his belt and unzip his fly. His penis is huge but I’m determined to see this through. I so desperately don’t want to disappoint him.

“Take your time, Harper. And stop whenever you feel like it. I won’t mind at all.” I look up briefly, and he’s smiling at me, so I lean over and grasp his shaft with one hand. I never got a good look at Gabriel’s dick and didn’t touch it at all, so this is new to me. Exciting, but a little intimidating. He’s so hard but soft at the same time, somehow. I notice a drop of liquid at the hole and lean forward to lick it. It’s almost tasteless–just a little salty but not nearly as bad as I thought it might be. I kiss the helmet head and it’s so smooth. I take him into my mouth and lick him and begin to move my head back and forth like I’ve seen the women in the porn videos do it, all the while wondering if I’m doing it right or if he’s just humoring me because I’m so bad at this. I can’t imagine that he’s enjoying himself, but he’s not stopping me, so there’s that.

Then he moans. Oh, God, he moans, and I feel as if my heart will just leap out of my chest. Maybe I’m not terrible.

I lick and move my head back and forth like in the videos, but my jaw is getting tired, so it’s not nearly as disappointing as I thought it might be when he eases himself away from me. I look up at him, and he’s still looking at me. I want to ask if I’m terrible, but it doesn’t look like he’s unhappy with me. I raise my eyebrows and try not to cry.

“I don’t want to cum in your mouth your first time.”

I flinch at the word, but not in disgust—just embarrassment. But he smiles at me, that kind, grounding smile, and strokes my cheek.

“It’s not a rejection,” he says gently. “You’re so good at it. I just don’t want that to be how we begin.”

I blink at him, and something inside me relaxes. I didn’t even know I was tense until it let go.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He kisses me again, slow and deep, and this time there’s no hesitation. I spread my legs for him, pull him down on top of me, and wrap my arms around his shoulders. I feel him between my thighs, thick and hard, and for a second, I wonder if I can take him, but he goes slow. So slow.

He eases into me with care, and the sensation steals my breath. He stretches me open in a way no one ever has, in a way that’s more than just physical—it’s emotional, mental. It’s the feeling of being filled, cherished, consumed.

He moves slowly at first, holding my gaze, kissing me deeply, telling me how tight I am, how warm, how incredible. His voice keeps me grounded, his touch keeps me anchored. I wrap my legs around his waist and let him move, let him claim me—not in a rough way, but with care, with passion. He kisses my neck, my shoulders, my mouth, all while stroking into me at a pace that makes my whole body tighten.

I gasp, then moan, then beg without realizing it. He’s inside me, and I don’t want him anywhere else. He speeds up gradually, his hips grinding against mine, and I feel myself climbing, building, shaking.

It’s so much better than I expected. Better than anything I thought sex could be.

He whispers my name when I cum, my body locking around him, pulsing, trembling, crying out into the crook of his neck. And when I feel him follow, filling me with deep, final thrusts and a guttural moan, I don’t feel awkward or used—I feel chosen. I feel perfect.

And I think… I think I might already be falling for him.
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~ Ian ~

We remain locked together on the bed for a long while. Minutes. Maybe hours. Possibly days, it feels like. Locked in a perfect, warm, comfortable embrace. I can still taste Harper on my tongue; sweet, tangy, ripe. Like the most perfect fruit imaginable. She lets out little sighing moans of contentment. She almost melts beneath me, utterly relaxed and completely at ease.

“Nobody’s ever made me… do that before,” she says, with a shy smile.

“You mean cum? Really?”

“Last time, I didn’t get the chance.” A giggle. “Can we count this as my first time? Please?”

“If you want.”

“I do.”

Her thighs tighten around my waist and her arms curl around my neck. She pulls me into another kiss. Soft. Loving. Slow. I can feel her heart beating against my chest. She’s so young and perfect and full of life. I honestly don’t feel worthy of her affections.

“Can we… can we do it again?” Her face glows with eagerness. “Now?”

“Right now?”

She nods, all eagerness and delight. “Please? I want more. I want to do it all. I want everything.”

“We’ll do it again, Harper. Soon, I promise.”

A look of doubt flickers through her beautiful eyes. “But not now? Do you not want to?”

Suddenly it dawns on me how little experience Harper has in these matters. She thinks that I didn’t enjoy what we just did. I kiss her head and say, “Men are slightly different to women, sweetheart. We need to recharge before we can go for more. I promise, we’ll do more soon - the second I’m ready.”

“Okay.” Relief floods her face. “Did I… I mean, was it…”

“You were wonderful, Harper. Absolutely perfect.”

She beams in pride. I ease back, breaking the intimate connection between us. She gasps at the feeling of sudden emptiness. Her pert chest rises and falls. I can’t help myself. I lean down and kiss her breasts again, lavishing each with gentle attention, teasing those delicious, firm, pink nipples with my tongue. Her sighing moans and sensual groans make my heart race. Her body trembles beneath me, almost vibrating with erotic excitement.

“Ian… Oh my God…”

There’s a knock on the bedroom door. She freezes.

“It’s okay, Harper. It’s the girls. I imagine they want to celebrate you.”

“Celebrate me? How?”

“If I know them, they probably want to welcome you into the house. If you don’t want it, I can tell them to go away for now?”

She thinks for a moment, then gives a determined nod. “Okay. They can come in.”

I dismount Harper and take my place on the bed at her side. She clutches the sheet to her chest, part covering herself, part shielding her body. I raise my voice and say, “Yes?”

Lorna responds. “Are you… free?”

Harper takes my hand under the sheet, her touch granting me permission.

“Yes, you can come in now.”

The door slowly opens and three pretty faces peer around the frame. They’re all smiling. All excited. All eager. They step into the room and stand at the foot of the bed. Lorna is in the middle, arms around Jamie and Teri at her side. My heart fills at the sight of these beautiful young women. They’re more than just roommates. More than friends. They’re lovers and it’s totally apparent in the easy, casual way they stand and touch one another.

Lorna says, “Welcome home, Harper.”

The young woman’s breath catches in her throat. She trembles beside me for a moment. Not in fear or shame or anything like that. No, Harper trembles with genuine delight at the word home.

“How are you finding the place?” Jamie eyes us both with a hungry smile.

“It’s wonderful,” Harper says, her voice soft and gentle, almost dreamlike. “I feel so… so… lucky.”

“We’re lucky to have you.” Teri beams at Harper, her face shining with excitement and pleasure and pride. “I’m so glad you chose to stay.”

“Me too.”

Under the covers, Harper squeezes my hand. The three women move closer, now kneeling on the bed by our feet. Lorna shoots me a look, talking to Harper.

“I hope our man here was every bit the gentleman we promised?”

“Hey, come on.” I smile back at her. “Do you even need to ask?”

“I’m just making sure. I’ve got no doubts about you, but I’d like to hear it from Harper. How was it, sweetie?”

“Amazing. So amazing. I can’t even… Is it always like that?”

Jamie’s eyes gleam with erotic intent. “Not always. Sometimes it’s even better.”

Harper trembles again beside me. The girls move closer. They remind me of cats becoming acquainted with a new kitten. Their faces are flushed with eagerness. I have no doubt what they are each thinking but Harper probably doesn’t. Her warm, naked body glows like a sensual fireplace under the sheets.

“So, Harper…” Lorna can’t stop herself from smiling. “Now that you’re one of us, there are some important things we need to tell you.”

“Really important,” Jamie says.

“Super serious rules,” Teri adds.

They’re all smiling, all flushed, all with twinkles in their eyes.

“What rules?” Harper’s voice has a hint of nervousness in it.

“Rule number one.” Lorna holds up one finger. “There is no jealousy in this house. None. Nobody is exclusive and everyone’s feelings are equal.”

“O-okay…”

“Two.” Jamie takes up the slack now, that mischievous smile making my groin tighten. “We don’t lock our doors.”

Another tremor of excitement runs through Harper as Teri says, “Three. We always eat together as a group.”

The girls move even closer, close enough to touch without straining. Lorna says, “But the most important rule of them all…” Her fingers grasp the top edge of the bed sheets that cover us both. “We share. We share… everything.”

Lorna slowly, gently, carefully eases the sheets lower. Harper’s resistance - what little there was to begin with - utterly melts. She doesn’t stop Lorna from pulling back the sheets and revealing our nakedness, nor does she shield herself with a hand once her body is displayed. Yes, Harper is visibly nervous about sharing something so intimate with the others, but her jaw juts forward with a hint of defiance, as if daring herself to go through with it.

For a moment, the girls admire Harper with serene, silent awe, as though she is a piece of art in a gallery, unveiled before the public for the very first time. Their eyes roam Harper’s stunning figure with delightful slowness, drinking her in, sip by sip, from neck to knee and back again.

“Wow,” Teri says, breaking the sensual silence. “You’re so pretty, Harper.”

She blushes. She says, “I’ve never done anything… What do… I mean, how…”

“Shh…” Lorna takes Harper’s hand and kisses it. “You don’t need to do anything. You don’t need to say anything. Relax. Let us do all the work.”

I move to the side, letting go of Harper’s other hand and making space for the girls. They envelope Harper between them, each taking up a position around the girl. Jamie and Lorna lie on either side of her, while Teri hangs back, waiting for the others to move first. Sexual tension and erotic anticipation crackles through the air. The girls have been waiting for this moment since they first laid eyes on young Harper, while she has, presumably, been wondering about the mechanics of our house since we laid it out for her.

Lorna and Jamie begin with soft, slow, sensual kisses, beginning on Harper’s lips before slowly and gently working south, across her cheeks and down to the sensitive spot where her neck meets her shoulders. Harper lets out a gasp of wonder. It’s a sound filled with a lot of different elements, not just the erotic hint of lust, but also surprise, delight, and the distinctly recognizable element of a woman letting go of her fears and embracing something new. I have become very familiar with that sound in the last several months and I love it.

“Oh, my…”

Harper puts her hands on the two women, gently touching and caressing them, her eyes wide as though not daring to believe that she’s actually doing this. Lorna and Jamie continue kissing her body, each touch drawing fresh groans from the younger woman. Teri kneels in front of them, face filled with yearning, waiting her turn.

The sounds of awed rapture continue. Every kiss makes Harper gasp, moan, and coo with eagerness. Lorna and Jamie take their time, allowing Harper to ease herself into this new way of life at a gentle, welcoming pace. They aren’t guiding Harper so much as opening a door and allowing her to walk through it.

Teri undresses, then leans closer and helps the ladies out of their clothing, one by one, casually tossing shirts and shorts and panties aside, until all three are perfectly naked. Harper places her hands on the girls, touching their bodies for the very first time. She’s shy, inexperienced, yet eager to learn. Her hands find the gentle swells of breasts, touching both women at once, and she lets out a sigh of wonder. Both of them feel so different yet so similar.

“Do you like the way we feel?” Lorna says, her voice an erotic whisper.

“Y-yes…”

Jamie says, “We like the way you feel, too.”

Both women move as one, acting with a shared sense of purpose, their heads lowering over Harper’s body. Each warm, hungry mouth seizes on one of Harper’s nipples and a fresh gasp of shocked bliss fills the air. I doubt that Harper could have imagined experiencing anything like this in her entire life. I sure didn’t.

Lorna and Jamie worship and lavish Harper’s perky breasts and sensitive nipples with their lips and tongue. Harper begins to gently writhe on the bed as delight overwhelms her mind. Gasps and moans and sighs come thick and fast now. I can feel lust coming from Lorna and Jamie in waves, yet they continue in the same unhurried, casual, gentle manner. There is no pressure, no insistence. Just an easy, delicate tease that delights Harper.

And me.

Just as Harper’s groans of sensual awe reach a new height, Lorna extends a hand toward Teri, granting her permission to join. Teri leans forward, resting between Harper’s parted legs and raised knees and plants a series of kisses on the girl’s inner thighs.

“Oh… wow…”

Harper’s low, lusty whisper grants Teri approval. She moves closer and places her mouth to Harper’s swollen and flushed intimate lips and begins to lick. The response is both immediate and gripping. Harper shivers from head to toe, tingling with pleasure. Her impassioned moans and gasps suddenly deepen into lusty, throaty moans, similar to those she made with me just a few minutes ago, only more. More lusty. Deeper. More intense.

Three women. Three mouths. Three tongues. One goal.

I lie back and watch the most beautiful sight imaginable. Lorna and Jamie and Teri caress and tease and lick and suck and apply loving pressure to all the right places. Harper is an instrument and they are perfect musicians. A symphony of rapture hangs in the air over the bed. Lorna and Jamie keep their focus on Harper’s breasts, touching and caressing her sensitive body with their hands. Teri uses that oh-so-talented mouth to worship Harper’s yearning sex, drinking deep from the fountain of her lust. Her tongue glides through those delicious, puffy pink lips with expert precision, swirling and circling and pushing deeper. She responds to every moan with a careful flick and makes Harper gasp louder every time. She tastes Harper’s passion, tastes me inside Harper, tastes both of us as one. The whole time, she never takes her eyes off Harper’s flushed and awed face.

“Oh my God, oh my God…”

The three women work as one, each striving for the same goal. Between all their devoted mouths and exploring hands, Harper is like putty. Actually, she’s more like rapidly-melting butter. I can see her body gradually loosening and wilting and utterly surrendering to them. Harper moans louder and breathes harder.

“Oh… Oh… Oh…”

Harper’s climax explodes through the bedroom. Through the entire house. Waves of pleasure expand outward from her like the shockwaves of an earthquake, making all of us tingle with shared delight. Her toes curl on the bed and she grips Lorna and Jamie for support and utterly loses herself to the rapture of her orgasm. I thought she came hard for me, but this is another level entirely.

Harper looks around with wide eyes, not really seeing any of us. She’s somewhere else now. Up in the clouds, maybe. She trembles and shakes and judders with wave after wave of unstoppable bliss. Through it all, the girls continue their slow, gentle, exploratory licks and touches. Each sensual caress drives Harper further into orgasm. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful, so perfect, so wonderful in my entire life. My girls, working together, enjoying each other, acting as one.

The sounds of feminine bliss slowly subside. Lorna and Jamie bring their mouths to Harper’s parted and trembling lips and kiss her, one at a time, soft and slow. This is the first time Harper has ever kissed another woman and she couldn’t ask for better, more attentive, and more informed teachers. Their lips and tongues linger for a long, sensual moment. Teri sits up. Her mouth is slick and shiny and she’s smiling in delight. She licks her lips with a sigh of approval.

“Oh my gosh,” Harper says, her voice dreamlike and faint. “Is this… what it’s like?”

“Most of the time, yeah.” Lorna smiles at Harper. She strokes the girl’s golden hair with a loving hand and turns her excited gaze in my direction. “Looks like our man is ready for more.”

Sure enough, I’m rock-solid. Diamond-hard. Stiff as steel. Watching these women together will do that to a man.

Harper’s eyes rest on my swollen member. She licks her lips. Jamie kisses her on the forehead and says, “Think you’re ready for more?”

Harper nods. “Will you… help me?”

“We’re not going anywhere.”

I move into the center of the bed. Teri takes Harper by the hand and helps her up. The girls help Harper, still weak from that huge climax, into position above me. Harper is a little shy at this new position, but her face is flushed in eagerness. She slowly sinks down over me.

Mother of God, she’s so tight.

“Like - oh! - this?” Harper says.

The girls gather around her, hands and lips and tongues all over her body. I lie back and watch. I’m the luckiest man in the world.

~ Harper ~

I can barely breathe, but it’s not from exhaustion or overexertion, not even from the fact that every inch of my skin still tingles from the girls’ mouths and fingers and soft, clever whispers. It’s something else entirely, something deeper—a kind of tremble that starts somewhere in the marrow of my bones and radiates outward in hot, shimmering pulses that have nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the unrelenting thrill of being seen, touched, desired, and now… invited.

They’re looking at me. All three of them—Lorna, Teri, Jamie—watching me with this radiant, open intensity that doesn’t feel like pressure but encouragement, the kind of gentle but insistent support that tells me without words that I can do this, that I should do this, that this moment is mine if I want it, if I’m ready. And I am. God help me, I am.

“Ian’s ready for you, sweetheart,” Lorna says softly, her voice low and reverent, like she’s announcing something sacred instead of carnal, and I know, without needing to look, that she’s telling the truth. He is. Ready. Hard. Waiting. For me.

And now… he’s mine, if I want him. I do. Every part of me does. I ache for him, the way his hands ground me, the way his voice steadies me, the way his eyes soften when they meet mine like I’m not just another girl, not just someone young and new and inexperienced, but someone important. Someone chosen.

Teri is behind me, running her fingers softly down my spine, slow as honey, whispering little encouragements that melt my fears one by one.

“You’re perfect, Harper,” she breathes, and I shiver, not from cold but from knowing that I believe her, maybe for the first time.

Jamie cups my face and kisses me—tender and slow—and her lips taste like sin and sugar and everything I never knew I wanted. Her eyes search mine. “You’re in control. Go as slow as you want. We’ll be right here.”

I nod, barely able to move, and then I’m straddling him, my thighs trembling as I swing one leg over and settle into his lap. His hands come to my hips immediately, firm, warm, and reassuring, and just like that, the air changes. I feel the girls around me; their presence is like a circle of firelight, warm and protective, and they are burning with promise.

Ian looks up at me with something between wonder and reverence, and I don’t know how to process that—how to be looked at like that, like I’m both innocent and sexy—but I don’t shy away. I hold his gaze and reach down, curling my fingers around him.

He groans—God, I love that sound—and I guide him toward me, my breath catching as I press the tip of him against my slick, aching entrance. Every part of me is ready, and still I hesitate, not out of fear but out of awe. It’s so much. He’s so much. But I want all of it. All of him.

Lorna’s lips brush my neck. “Breathe, baby. Let him in.”

And I do.

I sink down, slowly, my body opening for him in waves of heat and pleasure and something dangerously close to relief. I gasp, and he groans again, his fingers tightening on my hips, not to guide but to ground, to steady, to hold.

“Oh my God,” I whisper, unsure if I’m talking to him, them, or to myself, but I don’t care. I’m full, so full, and it’s everything. Everything.

I can feel every inch of him as I lower myself slowly, his thickness filling me again, stretching me in the most delicious, perfect way, and I pause once I’ve taken all of him, just breathing, letting the sensation flood every corner of my being. The girls’ hands are everywhere—stroking my back, cupping my breasts, brushing through my hair—and their mouths follow, soft and warm and encouraging. I’m barely moving, and already I’m drowning in sensation.

The girls surround me now, kissing my neck, my shoulders, my breasts, their hands stroking my thighs, my back, the curve of my waist. They don’t distract me—they steady me, remind me that I’m not alone, that this is for me, that I’m safe and worshipped and adored. Their mouths are everywhere, a symphony of touch and breath and heat.

I start to move.

It’s awkward at first, tentative, more a slow rock than anything resembling rhythm, but Ian’s hands guide me—softly, patiently—and the girls keep whispering, praising, kissing, anchoring me. Soon I’m riding him in earnest, my hips finding a rhythm that feels like truth, like ownership, like flight.

His cock stretches me perfectly, hitting something inside me that lights up every nerve ending. Every time I rise and fall, the friction builds, and the feeling coalesces into a deep, molten need that grows with every stroke, every sigh, every gasp.

He looks at me like he’s in awe. “You’re incredible, Harper.”

I believe him.

I start moving faster, bolder, driven by instinct and need and the soft, encouraging moans of the women around me. Teri is sucking my nipple now, slow and steady. Jamie’s fingers are between my thighs, circling my clit as I ride him, and Lorna’s mouth is in my ear, whispering things that make my body pulse harder with every word.

“You’re so fucking beautiful like this,” she murmurs, one hand on my breast, the other on my throat—not choking, just holding, just reminding me that I’m real and wanted and adored. “You were made for this, Harper. For us.”

I cry out, the pleasure cresting higher, so high it almost hurts. I’m close—so close—and when Ian thrusts into me, I see stars.

“Oh my God, Ian, I—”

“I’ve got you,” he says, and he does.

I close my eyes and start to roll my hips, slow and careful, finding the rhythm that works for me, that makes his breath hitch and his fingers twitch against the sheets. I can feel him watching me—his eyes heavy on my skin, full of pride and hunger—and it makes me want to give him a show, to show him how much I want him, how good he makes me feel. Jamie caresses one of my nipples and leans in to whisper, “You’ve got him right where you want him, baby. Ride him like you own him.”

Her confidence lights something inside me. I pick up the pace, lifting and dropping, grinding forward at the bottom of each stroke until my clit brushes just right, and it’s overwhelming, this cascade of pleasure, the way my body is learning his. Lorna leans in close and says, “Kiss him again. Make him feel it.”

I obey, leaning forward, pressing my lips to Ian’s, tasting myself on his tongue. His hands finally lift, one on my back, the other sliding to my thigh to steady me, and the sound he makes when I moan into his mouth is pure fire.

“You’re so beautiful like this,” he says quietly. “So fucking perfect.”

Jamie, ever the instigator, says with a wicked grin, “Now let’s give him another angle.” She gently helps me lift off and turn around. I face away now, rising and sinking onto him again in a new way that sends sparks up my spine. It’s more intense, more intimate somehow, and I rest my hands on his thighs for balance as I ride him. The girls are behind me now, watching, commenting, praising every movement, every sound I make.

“Look at her,” Lorna whispers. “She was made for this.”

My body’s shaking already, the pace I’ve set building me up again, and then Ian’s hands find my hips and pull me down harder, deeper. My breath catches in my throat. I’m so close again, I can barely speak.

“Let me… change,” I gasp, and they understand immediately. Gentle hands help me forward as I drop onto all fours, still on the bed, never leaving him, and he slides into me from behind in one smooth, deep motion that makes me cry out.

I don’t even get a chance to adjust before he starts to move, slow but powerful, and I collapse to my elbows, gripping the sheets. Jamie and Teri are in front of me now, kissing my mouth, my cheeks, my throat. Lorna is behind me, her fingers stroking my thighs, her voice telling me how good I look like this, how amazing I am.

Everything tightens. I shudder. I cum with a raw, aching cry, my body vibrating as he groans behind me, thrusting once, twice, deep and overwhelming.

Ian keeps going, driving into me with a steady rhythm that pushes me further and further until I’m shaking all over. I whimper against Jamie’s lips, and moments later, Ian growls deep in his throat and follows me over the edge.

We collapse together, a tangled, panting mess of limbs and skin and shared pleasure, and the girls curl around us like petals folding in. Jamie kisses my temple. Lorna strokes my hair. Teri hums something soft against my shoulder.

And I think—I know—I’m home.

The world fades to bliss. My body melts.

I feel nothing but love.
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~ Ian ~

I have a spring in my step this morning as I walk to my car in front of the house. I feel twenty, maybe thirty, years younger today. Making love to four - count them, four - stunning, playful, sexually liberated young women is the cure for aging, I swear.

It’s a shame to leave them behind for now, but there’s something I need to do. Something pressing that requires my attention. It’s been nagging at me for days and, now that Harper is settled into the house, there’s no better time to put my mind at ease.

I take the car through the familiar streets of Ann Arbor, following a path I remember from a few days before. This time, it isn’t raining so hard that I can’t see. This time, there isn’t a beautiful young woman trying to pin flyers to poles in the downpour. This time, I don’t have to make a detour to the coffee store and drop anybody off. I drive straight across town to a fairly large and reasonably impressive-looking house.

Well, maybe it was impressive-looking at one time in the past. Now, it seems worse for wear. I roll up a long, gravel drive past hedges and bushes in serious need of attention, and park next to a flame-red Ferrari that looks like it hasn’t been used in months. Like the rest of the house, this car is all about status. Symbolism. Prestige. It’s a car that screams, Look how rich I am.

I hop out of the car and adjust my shirt. There’s movement through one of the many downstairs windows - a curtain shifting back into place. It seems that my arrival has snagged somebody’s attention. Good. I stroll toward the large oak front door with the ornate golden knocker, playing it as casual as I can.

The door opens before I even raise my hand. Aunt Karen is waiting inside, a curious smile on her face, leaning against the door frame with cool indifference. She wears a red dress, but one that doesn’t look nearly as good on her as Harper’s did. A sudden thought comes to mind. my God, is this awful creature trying to flirt with me?

“Good morning,” I say, all politeness and warmth.

“Hello. How can I help you?” the harridan says, almost purring the words.

Yes, she’s definitely trying to flirt with me. I’m grateful that she doesn’t recall my face. Apparently she was too busy sneering at Harper.

“I don’t know if you remember me, but I was at your auction last weekend?”

Her smile freezes for a moment, as if causing pain. She says, “Any questions about returns or refunds have to be addressed to the company that handled it.”

“No, no, nothing like that.” I keep my friendly demeanor, even though this woman makes me want to scream in her face. “Actually, I was wondering if there were more items you’d like to sell? Perhaps I could make a private offer?”

Now her face lights up in glee. The idea of offloading more of her useless crap seems really appealing. She steps back and gestures me inside the house. I follow her through to a large living room. It’s the same space where they held the auction, but now the furniture has been replaced and the podium and rows of chairs are gone. Karen takes a relaxed seat, reclining against the arm of the couch in such a way that her dress parts to reveal her dimpled and pock-marked thighs. If she’s going to keep flirting with me, I might need something to settle my stomach. I take a seat in a hard chair opposite.

“You saw something you liked?” she says, raising an eyebrow. “Is it… anything in this room?”

“No. It’s in the library.”

“The library?” She frowns. “I didn’t auction anything from there.”

“You didn’t. But there was something of interest to me. A series of books.”

Her frown deepens, causing two vast crevices to appear on her brown. She gives me a piercing look. I can imagine sweet Harper wilting under such a gaze, but this old bat doesn’t scare me.

“I remember you,” she says, her voice morphing from sickly-sweet to hard and dangerous. She sits upright and covers her exposed legs with the dress. “You’re the one who… Harper… that brat.”

I’m normally a patient man. I’m normally mellow and gentle and it takes a lot to get my blood up. But this harpy’s vile tongue sets me off. I point straight at her, my eyes hard and cold.

“Do not say that about Harper. Don’t you dare. Not in my presence.”

Her eyes widen and her cheeks puff out, giving her the look and appearance of a bullfrog. She flaps her gums, nostrils flaring. It seems like nobody has ever spoken to her with such authority before. I get an absurd, childish, surge of glee. But I didn’t come here to argue. I hold out my hands in a placating gesture.

“That’s not why I’m here. I want to buy the books.”

Those frog-like eyes narrow. Her fat lips form a tight, thin line. She says, “The books. You want to buy…”

“Your books.” I’m starting to get impatient now. “There was a… mix up, shall we say, with the vase I bought. There were some books inside. I want to buy them.”

Now she sneers, recovering her usual arrogance. “Oh, really? You think I’m going to let you buy anything, hmm? What’s the matter? Little Harper not working out for you?”

“Harper is wonderful. Not that you care.”

Her face twists with malevolence. “Oh, I see. She’s crawled into your bed, hasn’t she? I know exactly what kind of girl she is, that little sl-”

“That’s enough from you.” My voice drips with venom. “I came here to buy those books and I’m going to get them.”

She snorts. “And what makes you think I’m going to give you anything?”

I pull out my checkbook and flip it open with a flourish. Her beady eyes are fixed on the pages in my hand. I lean back in the chair. It’s not comfortable in the slightest.

“I happen to know that those seven books are collectively worth around two hundred thousand dollars.”

She lets out another snort, but this one is less obnoxious. The witch seems to be listening, at least. I continue talking. This old bag has pissed me off and I’m not afraid to inject some firmness into my tone now.

“Here’s what I’m to offer, Karen. I’ll buy your entire library. Every book on those shelves. Maybe you have a few that are worth something, but I doubt it. The Proust collection is the jewel. You’re selling all of it to me, right now.”

“And why…” A fat pink tongue glides across her lips. She has a defiant, stubborn face, but keen, sharp eyes. This woman would be terrible at poker. “Why would I do that?”

“Because I’ll give you the one thing you want the most - money.”

“You don’t have enough money for that.” But her eyes settle on the checkbook again. As I hoped, the very sight of it is making her lose focus.

“A million dollars. Right now. Yes or no?” I write some figures on the first check.

“Two.” She licks her lips again.

“I didn’t offer two.”

“I want two million.”

I tear up the check and get to my feet. “I didn’t come to negotiate. Either you want my money or you don’t.”

“What?” Her jaw drops. Apparently she’s never played hardball before and it shows.

I stroll across the room, fully prepared to leave here empty handed. She calls out to me before I can reach halfway.

“Wait, wait! I’ll... reconsider. One point five million?”

I exhale. “No. If you’re that desperate, you can sell the rusting car in the drive. Maybe it’s still worth a few hundred thousand, assuming it starts.”

Her voice drops and quivers with shame. Again, I get a childish surge of glee at putting this harridan in her place. “One… one million? For all my books?”

“That’s my only offer.”

“Fine.”

I write out a check. She stands and storms toward me, hand reaching outward. She snatches the check as soon as it’s finished, terrified that I’ll tear it up again.

“Take them,” she says. “It’s all junk anyway.”

“You never appreciate the value of things, do you, Karen? You have no idea the true worth of anything.”

She sneers and rolls her eyes.

“One more thing, Karen. That money-”

She clutches the check to her chest with both hands, as if I’m going to wrestle it from her pudgy fingers.

“That money is the end of your relationship with Harper, do you understand me? The moment you cash it, you cease to have a relationship. You don’t write, call, contact her in any way, understood?”

Aunt Karen scoffs again, recovering her previous bitterness. “Why in God’s name would I want to have anything to do with that brat?”

I look in the eyes with all the coldness I can muster. “You will never appreciate the value of the things you have, Karen. Never.”

With that, I stroll through a door and into the library. The dusty shelves are filled with tomes. The knowledge that this room will soon be empty gives me a jolt of excitement, as if I’m giving Karen that eff-you Harper once tried to deliver. There is a dusty and beaten old chair in the middle of the room with seven books on the seat. It seems that Karen dumped Proust’s valuable masterpieces here the other day without a second thought. Silly fool. I pick them up with care and head to the door. She’s already there, holding it open for me, still sneering as if she’s won the day.

“I’ll send a van around later to collect the rest,” I say.

And with that, I walk past her and out into the cloudy morning light.

~ Harper ~

The moment Ian disappears down the hallway, something in the air changes. I can still smell him—coffee, cedar soap, a whiff of laundry detergent—and my body hums with the memory of his skin against mine, of the girls’ lips and hands tracing fire across every inch of me. But now there’s space. Quiet. The girls sip their tea and settle into their seats like they’re waiting for something. Or maybe just giving me the chance to speak.

I stir the last bit of sweetner into my tea and try to ignore the ache in my thighs, the flush in my cheeks, the lingering tenderness that reminds me of what we did just hours ago. The silence stretches too long.

I glance at Lorna, sitting across from me, and catch her eye. She’s not smiling, not exactly, but her expression is open, perceptive. It feels like she can read my thoughts before I say them, and maybe she can, because the moment our eyes meet, she raises one eyebrow.

“What’s wrong?” she asks softly.

I hesitate, then shake my head with a small laugh. “Nothing. I mean, not really. It’s just—Ian. He left so fast. He didn’t say where he was going or anything.”

Teri, who’s been wiping down the counter with practiced ease, glances over her shoulder. “You think something’s wrong?”

“No. That’s the thing,” I say quickly. “It’s not that I don’t trust him. I do. I just… I guess I thought this morning would feel different. Like, more of a… I don’t know. A moment? And instead he just got up and left like everything was normal.”

Lorna nods, folding her arms. “And that’s confusing.”

“Yeah.” I bite my lip. “It’s stupid.”

“It’s not,” Jamie says, stretching her long legs under the table. “You gave yourself to someone, and it meant something. That doesn’t just switch off.”

Teri returns to the table and takes a seat beside me, her tone soothing. “Ian didn’t leave because he’s indifferent, sweetie. That man couldn’t fake apathy if he tried. He’s probably off doing something thoughtful and ridiculous, like buying a new toothbrush just for you.”

“Or plotting a surprise,” Jamie adds. “You never know with him.”

“But it’s more than that,” Lorna says, turning to me again. “You’re afraid this won’t last.”

I nod, tears prickling at the corners of my eyes. “It all feels too good to be true. I’m falling for him. And for you—all of you—but I don’t know how he feels about me. I don’t want to be the girl he just... helped for a little while. And then forgets.”

Teri touches my hand. “Harper. You are not forgettable.”

Jamie leans forward, resting her chin in her palm. “We’ve all had that fear, Harper. Every one of us. The night I first kissed Ian, I was sure it was just a fling. Lorna thought she was just some student he helped. Teri thought she was just a waitress with no future. But here we are.”

“And we’re not going anywhere,” Lorna says gently. “Neither is he. He’s not the kind of man who loves halfway.”

I want to believe them. I really do. And part of me already does.

“But how do you know?” I whisper. “How do you know it’s not temporary?”

“Because we’ve seen how he looks at you,” Teri says, smiling. “It’s the same way he looked at us when he knew.”

“Yeah,” Jamie says, raising her mug. “Welcome to the club.”

That makes me laugh. The tension in my chest loosens a little.

“I do like him,” I admit. “A lot. But it’s more than that. I think I’m already falling for him. And for you guys too. Which is... completely terrifying.”

Lorna exhales, then reaches across the table and takes my other hand. “Good. Because we’re falling for you too.”

My breath catches. I look at each of them—Lorna with her fierce eyes and steady voice, Jamie with her dry humor and sharp wit, and Teri with her boundless sweetness—and it’s like my heart expands in my chest.

“You don’t have to decide anything today,” Lorna adds. “No one’s expecting declarations or promises. Just... let yourself feel what you feel.”

“And don’t overthink it,” Jamie says. “You’re allowed to just be here.”

Teri grins. “You’re allowed to just be happy.”

I nod, swallowing past the lump in my throat. “Okay. I’ll try.”

“That’s all we ask,” Lorna says.

The four of us sit like that for a moment, tea cooling in our cups, the sun slanting through the window. There’s a stillness I don’t think I’ve ever known, and in that stillness, a sense of belonging I never expected to find.

“I don’t know what comes next,” I say softly. “But I think I want to find out.”

“Good,” Lorna says. “Because we’re just getting warmed up.”

Teri and Jamie giggle, and even Lorna smirks. And just like that, the heaviness breaks, replaced by something brighter. Something that feels like the beginning of a new chapter.

The laughter dies down, but the warmth in the room lingers. My tea’s gone cold, but I can’t bring myself to get up just yet. I’m too wrapped up in this strange, wonderful cocoon of safety, of belonging. I’ve never felt anything quite like it. Which is why the question rising in my chest feels so jagged, so out of place.

Still, I can’t ignore it. I glance at Lorna, then Jamie, then Teri, all of them radiant in that effortless, womanly way. I hesitate, then speak, my voice softer than I intend.

“Can I ask you guys something... weird?”

Jamie quirks an eyebrow. “You’re gonna have to be more specific. ‘Weird’ is our love language around here.”

I laugh nervously, then let the words tumble out. “Do you think I’m too young for Ian?”

The girls blink at me in unison, the room suddenly very still.

“I mean...” I wave vaguely at all of them. “You’re all older than me. Not by, like, a mile, but still. I’m barely out of high school, and he’s... well, Ian. It just hit me this morning how different we are, not just in age but in life. He’s had this whole career, a marriage, a house with antique rugs and rooms full of priceless books, and I’m over here trying not to burn toast. Doesn’t that matter?”

Teri frowns gently and reaches out to rest her hand on mine again. “Honey, that might matter to a lesser man. But Ian? Not a chance.”

“Seriously,” Jamie says. “Ian’s never once made me feel like a kid, and I’ve seen the inside of detention more times than I care to count. He doesn’t care about where you’ve been. He cares about who you are right now.”

She leans forward, propping her chin on her hand with an amused little smile. “Also, for the record? I’m only two years older than you, Harper. So don’t start acting like we’re senior citizens just yet.”

“Wait, really?” I blink. “You seem... older.”

“Gee, thanks,” she deadpans. “Let me just go polish my walker.”

“No, I didn’t mean it like that…”

“I know.” She chuckles. “I get it. You think experience makes someone grown-up, but the truth is, everyone’s faking it. We all have our shit, Harper. I didn’t even know who I was when I first started coming here. Honestly, I still don’t. But Ian never made me feel less than anyone else. He never looked at my age or my resume or even my GPA. He looked at me.”

I chew on the inside of my cheek. “But don’t you think it’ll catch up with us someday? Like, what if I can’t keep up? What if I want something he doesn’t?”

“Then you talk about it,” Teri says gently. “That’s what we do here. We talk. We figure it out.” She’s tearing up but doesn’t turn away from me.

Lorna gives me a soft look, her voice low and calm. “Age is just a number. What matters is that he sees you. And he does, Harper. We all saw the way he looked at you this morning. Like you were made of… I don’t know what.” She smiles and shrugs. “You know what I mean though, right?”

That hits me square in the chest. I press my fingers to my heart and whisper, “That’s how he makes me feel.”

“Then that’s your answer,” Jamie says, smiling now. “You’re not too young. You’re just new. And we’re lucky to have you.”

I blink quickly, trying to bat away the tears before they fall. “I feel lucky too.”

Teri leans her head on my shoulder. “Good. Now shut up before I cry again.”

We all laugh, but this time the laughter feels different—fuller, rounder, deeper. Like something solid being shaped from the soft clay of our morning.

Maybe I am young. Maybe I have a lot to learn. But in this house, with these women and that man... maybe I’m not hopeless after all.

Maybe I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.

~ ~ ~

The sun has shifted since breakfast, casting long, soft pools of light across the living room floor until clouds rolls in and blot it out completely. I sit curled up on the big chair with a throw blanket wrapped around my legs and a book I haven’t touched open in my lap. It’s too quiet. Not a bad kind of quiet, but the kind that makes you feel the emptiness of a big house when everyone leaves all at once.

Lorna and Jamie had classes, and Teri ran out to the grocer. I offered to go with her, but she said I needed some alone time. I think maybe she was right.

The front door opens just as I’m starting to wonder if I should get up and do something productive even though I have no idea what that might be. I hear the creak of the hinges and the soft thump of shoes on hardwood, then Ian’s voice, low and familiar.

“Hello?”

I spring up from the chair before I can stop myself, suddenly nervous and flushed like a schoolgirl again. “Hey,” I say, trying to sound casual.

Ian steps into the room, his dark coat damp at the shoulders from the lingering drizzle outside. He’s carrying something—no, cradling something—like it’s precious. A small stack of hardback books bound in worn leather and rich cloth, aged but clearly well cared for. I recognize one of the titles immediately: Swann’s Way.

My breath catches.

“Where is everybody?” he asks, glancing around like he’s expecting to be ambushed by three naked women. Given this house, it’s a legitimate concern.

“Lorna and Jamie had class,” I say, taking a step closer. “Teri went to the store. You just missed her.”

He exhales and nods, adjusting the books in his arms. “Good. I was hoping to catch you alone.”

My chest tightens, fluttering between anticipation and dread. “You were?”

He walks past the couch and sets the books down gently on the coffee table. His fingers linger on the top one like he doesn’t want to let it go. Then he turns to me with a faint smile.

“I went to your aunt’s house.”

My heart stops. “What?”

“This morning. That’s where I went after breakfast. I remembered the vase. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I knew there was something more there, and you confirmed it when you handed me that booklet.”

“You went all the way back…?”

“To buy all of her books. Her entire library.”

I cover my mouth with my hand. I can’t breathe.

“I thought your aunt might try something someday,” he continues, “so I made sure she won’t. I made her a fair offer for every book she owns. And now they’re where they belong and we won’t have to worry about her anymore.”

The gesture, the thought, the sheer kindness of it hits me harder than anything ever has. I feel myself crumpling before I realize I’m crying. Not a few polite tears, but full-on sobs.

“Hey—hey, hey.” Ian’s arms are around me before I can blink. “What’s wrong?”

I bury my face in his chest. “I didn’t mean for you to go back there. I didn’t think…”

“I know,” he says softly, brushing my hair back. “You weren’t asking for anything. I just couldn’t let her keep something you meant for me to have.”

I try to speak but I’m crying too hard. All the stress from yesterday, all the uncertainty I’ve been pushing down, all the quiet fear that I don’t belong here; it floods out of me in one jagged wave. Ian just holds me tighter.

Eventually, I manage a breath. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Ian. I feel like I’m living someone else’s life.”

He pulls back to look at me, his eyes warm and serious. “Let me tell you exactly what I expect from you, Harper. Nothing.”

I blink at him, stunned.

“You can stay here as long as you want. A week, a year, five years. You can leave tomorrow and go to school or move across the country. You’re not trapped here. There’s no obligation.”

I frown, confused. “School?”

“You want to go to college, don’t you?”

I nod slowly. “I mean… yeah. I guess I just assumed I’d stay here and apply to Michigan. Local tuition, in-state housing…”

Ian smiles gently. “Harper, you don’t have to stay local. You can go anywhere you want. Anywhere you get into, I’ll pay for it.”

“What?” The word escapes before I can stop it. “Ian, that’s too much.”

“No, it isn’t,” he says firmly. “It’s what I want. I’ve been lucky in life. I can afford to give back in ways that actually matter. And you, Harper, you matter to me.”

I look at him, stunned into silence. The heat of his gaze, the steadiness of his hands at my waist, the books on the table—all of it collides in my chest.

I reach up and kiss him, slow and trembling. His arms wrap around me again, pulling me in, anchoring me to the one solid thing in the room.

When I pull back, I whisper, “What if it’s too soon?”

“Then we take it slow,” he replies. “Or fast. Or not at all. I’m not going anywhere.”

I laugh, tears still streaming down my cheeks. “You’re not making this easy.”

“I’m not trying to.” He leans in close, his voice low. “I love you, Harper. And not like a daughter. Not like some fragile little bird I have to protect. I love you like a man who knows what he wants and can’t imagine waking up without it.”

I stare at him, heart pounding. “I love you, too.”

His thumb brushes a tear from my cheek, then he takes my hand and says, “Come with me.”

I follow him up the stairs, the books forgotten on the table, the sunlight back and spinning gold across the landing.

In the quiet of the master bedroom, Ian undresses me like I’m something sacred. There’s no rush, no performance, no audience this time. Just him and me. My body still aches in places from last night, but I don’t care. This is different. Deeper.

He lays me down on the bed and makes love to me with slow, reverent deliberation, his mouth trailing fire down my neck, my breasts, my thighs. He touches me like he’s memorizing me. I give myself to him completely.

And this time, when I cry again, it’s not from sadness or fear. It’s because I believe him.

Because I believe us.

Click here to pre-order

Love Without Limits (Part 5)

[image: ]

~ Ian ~ 

You’d think I’d be used to surprises by now.
But when I'm introduced to Rene, I’m more than a little wary.
She’s clearly used to being in control.
But she’s never met anyone like me.
And I’ve never had anyone challenge my instincts quite like her. 

~ Rene ~ 

I’ve made a career of getting what I want.
Rich men. Fancy homes. Easy exits.
Love? Please. That’s not part of the deal.
But Ian isn’t like the others. Neither are his women. 

Click here to leave a review of Love Without Limits (Part 4)
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Please leave a review, or even just a rating! We so appreciate it!


Recent releases also available from Andrea Martin[image: ]

Click here to go to Andrea Martin’s Author Page

Recent releases also available from Lena White
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Click here to go to Lena White’s Author Page
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