

Love Without Limits

(Part 6)

A Slice of Life Harem Fantasy

By Andrea Martin and Lena White

This book is copyright © 2025 by Andrea Martin and Lena White. All rights reserved

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

Cover characters are models. Images are licensed from depositphotos.com

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

~ Ian ~

I’ve been collecting strays and broken women all year.

Not that I’m complaining–it’s been great.

But when a woman from the neighborhood invites me to her holiday party.

I get to wondering…

Do I have what it takes to impress her?

~ Valerie ~

I can’t deny it–I’m the neighborhood Gladys Kravitz from Bewitched.

The person who notices everything and everybody on the block.

What I noticed at the big house, with all its books, is truly intriguing.

One man and several women; more women each month, it seems.

So I invite them all over to my place.

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

Another day in paradise.

Everywhere I look, I see a beautiful young woman. From the moment my eyes open in the morning until the end of the day, I enjoy the delightful vision of a gorgeous young woman living her best life. From sunup to sundown, all I see, taste, touch, hear, and smell is feminine loveliness in its purest and most sensual form. Their exotic presence lingers in every room of the house, no matter where they might be at any given moment, so that I never feel alone. It’s hard to put into words how full and strangely complete my life feels lately.

Just a few short months ago, I was moving into this enormous house by myself, with nothing more than a wounded heart and a future filled with the prospect of reading as many books as I could manage. But life took a funny turn and I found myself taking several lost and unlucky young women into my home. It wasn’t something I ever planned or anticipated; it just happened. One by one, little by little, I opened my house, my home, and my heart to them all. Now this place is alive with the constant sound of joy. Not just music, conversation, singing, or distant erotic pleasure, but the enchanting sound of life unfolding all around me. To think, I was content to become a hermit and spend my remaining years reading books in total silence. Instead, I spend my days reading books, but also indulging in a generous -  some would say obscene - amount of passionate lovemaking with one or two or even all five of the young women I’ve taken under my wing.

My sex life was something I had never thought about reigniting. Obviously, I always enjoyed being intimate with my late wife and I had a small number of one-time flings once she had passed, but it never occurred to me that I might live this kind of lifestyle. A guy like me doesn’t live a life like this one, but here I am…

The scent of freshly-baked pastries fills the house, gently wafting from the kitchen downstairs when I emerge from the bathroom with a towel around my waist. It brings a smile to my face. I walk along the hallway where the various occupied bedrooms stand open, each one inviting me to peek inside. I glance at Rene, our newest companion. She’s half-dressed, clad in bra and panties, humming to herself as she selects an outfit for the day. Our eyes meet and she smiles, as if silently asking if I like what I’m seeing. The answer is yes, obviously. Always yes.

Further down the hallway, Lorna and Harper are sitting on Harper’s bed. They are both dressed in casual clothes that complement their figures, looking through a series of photographs on an iPad. I pause in the doorway for a moment, watching them. Lorna points to something on the screen.

“You should use that picture. The dog looks so cute right there.”

“Really? You think that’ll get her adopted?”

“Oh, God, yeah. I’d adopt her right now if I could.”

The girls notice me loitering and glance up. Harper turns the tablet around to face me, showing a picture of an admittedly cute dog looking into the camera with big eyes and a happy face.

“What do you think, Ian?” Harper says. “We’re doing a big adoption drive at the shelter all week. I’m in charge of trying to get the word out on social media.”

“Cute dog.” I pause, searching both their faces. “We’re not adopting one.”

They fall into giggles. Lorna slips an arm around Harper’s waist, an intimate gesture. These girls are closer than sisters. They’re lovers. I get a sudden brain wave.

“Hey, have you asked Rene for advice? Social media and research and all that stuff is right up her alley.”

“What’s up my alley?”

As if on cue, Rene appears at my side in the doorway. She’s still only wearing her bra and panties, but none of us are bothered by that in the least. Except for Harper, who always gets a tiny flush of color in her cheeks around Rene. I can’t figure out why that is. Maybe because they’re such polar opposites: Harper, the young and more inexperienced woman who lived a sheltered life, versus Rene, the bold, brash, outgoing and infinitely more wily sexual dynamo who spent her last several years scamming men out of money with her incredible body and top-tier seduction skills. Something tells me that Rene is more than aware of the effect she has on Harper, hence why she hasn’t bothered getting fully dressed before wandering over here.

“The, uh, the dogs.” Harper turns the screen to Rene. “The shelter wants to find new homes for as many as possible. Could you help?”

“I don’t see why not.”

As Rene and Harper begin strategizing, I head back to my own room and pull on some fresh clothes. Even this room has the pleasant aroma of female presence within its walls. I never sleep alone. Sometimes I don’t sleep at all, it depends on who chooses to keep me company and how much energy they have.

I head downstairs, my stomach already grumbling from that wonderful scent of fresh baking. Teri is in the kitchen, stacking a small mountain of mouth-watering pastries together on a large dish in the middle of the kitchen island. Jamie sits in her usual spot, nursing a mug of coffee and tapping a pen on a reporter’s legal pad. She smiles as I enter the kitchen and take a seat.

“Morning.”

“Good morning, Jamie. Surprised to see you this morning. I thought you had a big deadline approaching?”

“Yeah.” She takes a sip of coffee. I’ve never seen anyone get through as much caffeine as her. She’s got the foundations to become a solid journalist when she graduates from college. I’m pretty sure she would be a regular fixture in my home for the coffee alone if she wasn’t a frequent part of our sexual dynamic. “I was up until, like, three this morning. But it’s done. I thought I’d grab a decent breakfast and head to college with Lorna, if she’s ready?”

Footsteps pound down the stairs and Lorna joins us, a book bag slung over one shoulder. She smiles in greeting at Jamie and takes a seat. She grabs at one of the pastries and immediately recoils.

“Ow, hot!”

Teri puts her hands on both hips like a disapproving mother hen. “I didn’t say you could eat yet. They’ve only just come out.”

The girls giggle as one. That’s another thing that makes me feel luckier than I could possibly imagine. Despite all my new housemates and lovers having such vivid and distinct personalities, there’s never any drama between them. No jealousy, no bickering, barely even a disagreement. The closest we’ve ever come to a tense moment was when the girls accepted Rene in the house after she’d tried (and failed) to work her charms on me. They really are -

“Hey, what’s that?”

Jamie is looking out through the wide kitchen windows that look out on the huge backyard. It’s a vast swathe of green space that I haven’t really utilized since moving here. I was never much of a green-fingered homeowner; that was always my late wife’s area of expertise, but it’s not the yard itself that has drawn Jamie’s attention. There’s something visible peeking above a large, leafy bush that runs along the border of my space and separates it from that of the next house over. It looks like a red-and-white striped flag. I rub my chin, watching the flag rise high into the air before it stops, apparently now fixed in place.

“I don’t know,” I say, giving a shrug of indifference. “Must be something happening at the place next door.”

~ Valerie ~

I don’t know if the harem next door - because, let’s be honest, that’s what it is - will actually show up, but if they do, they’ll find a charming backyard setup and a hostess who definitely didn’t spend two hours debating which floral dress says ‘approachable, but not desperate.’

And if they don’t come? Well, the pitcher of mimosas won’t drink itself.

But the flag does its job.

I’ve just arranged the last plate of basil-lemon shortbread cookies on a wooden tray when I hear the faint click of my side gate. I don’t move. I want to, but I don’t. Part of me wants to play it cool, even if my stomach’s already flipping like I’m sixteen again.

Then I hear a laugh.

High, girlish, warm.

Then a deeper voice - his voice - saying something I can’t quite make out. I grab the tray and head outside, pretending to be calm even though I feel anything but.

They’re all here.

They come in a slow, winding group from the gate, five women and Ian.

I recognize a couple of the women from afar, mostly glimpses through windows or sideways smiles at the mailbox, but up close, they’re something else entirely. Stunning, every one of them. Different flavors of the same impossible treat: tall and leggy, short and mischievous, fresh-faced or self-assured. Not a plain one in the lot.

And then there's Ian. Older than the girls by at least twenty years, but it suits him. The silver at his temples, the relaxed elegance in his posture, confidence and age blend perfectly. It works for him.

Too well, if I’m honest.

I notice it in the way one of them touches his wrist when she laughs. I see it in how another, younger and shyer, leans slightly toward him, her hand hovering near his back as if she wants to press against him but doesn’t dare.

“Welcome,” I say with a smile that I hope masks the nerves in my belly. “Glad you could make it.”

Ian is the first to cross the lawn toward me, his hand outstretched, warm and sure. “Valerie, right? Thanks for the invitation. This place looks amazing.”

I shake his hand. His grip is firm, and he holds it just a second longer than necessary - not inappropriate, just noteworthy.

“Glad you think so,” I say. “It’s not every day the whole neighborhood buzzes about a new arrival.”

The blonde woman with the long legs snorts, clearly amused, but Ian just chuckles. “I suppose we’ve made an impression.”

“You could say that,” I reply, tilting my head. “And now I get to meet the mystery in person.”

He gives me a look, subtle but amused. “Mystery, huh?”

I shrug. “Well, you live in that beautiful house with more women than I can count. People talk.”

“That they do.” His smile curves, slow and unhurried. “Guilty on both counts.”

Then come the names: Teri, who compliments the food before I even offer any. Jamie, the smart one with quick eyes and a notebook. Harper, shy and sweet in a sundress I’d love to pull off at any age. Lorna, gorgeous and confident. The kind of woman who could give a TED talk on power just by standing still.

And then there’s Rene.

She’s the last to speak. Older than the others, maybe early thirties. Striking. Model-thin with sleek, coiled energy. Her handshake is soft but calculated. She sizes me up without blinking.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” she says with a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

I smile right back. “I’ll bet.”

She tilts her head. “Gorgeous garden.”

“It’s what keeps me sane,” I say. “That, and wine.”

Ian chuckles softly beside me. “Wine and flowers. Can’t argue with that.”

They’re all so different, yet they orbit Ian like satellites, each with her own gravitational pull but somehow happy sharing the same sun.

It’s disorienting.

And, I have to admit, fascinating.

I’ve never seen anything like it.

“I have to ask,” I say casually as I walk with Ian toward the seating area. “How does one end up with five beautiful women living under one roof?”

He laughs, but a flicker of something darker, more complicated, flashes in his eyes. “It wasn’t the plan. They just… showed up. Needed help. One thing led to another.”

“And now?”

“And now they’re part of my life.”

He says it with such conviction that I feel a pang in my chest - jealousy, maybe, or envy, or just… longing. I’ve been on my own for years now. My ex-husband left me for his secretary, a blonde twenty years my junior who couldn’t keep a houseplant alive, let alone a marriage. I started blogging to fill the time, to feel useful. The money came later. But the loneliness? That never really left.

We move toward the chairs on the patio under the maple tree, a mismatched collection of wrought iron and wicker with cushions I re-covered last spring. I bring out a tray of lemon shortbread and offer drinks. Mimosa for me and the girls, while Ian takes iced tea. We settle in. It’s awkward for maybe a minute, and then, suddenly, it’s not.

Jamie cracks a joke about living in a house full of “big feelings,” and Harper giggles like she’s not used to being this uncomfortable. Lorna reaches for seconds without hesitation. Teri asks me how long I’ve lived here.

“Seven years,” I say. “Moved in right after… well, right after my life took a bit of a detour.”

Ian raises an eyebrow, just slightly. “Detour?”

I shrug. “My ex-husband ran off with someone who was… younger. One day I was splitting a mortgage, the next I was figuring out how to file a Schedule C and writing plant care guides at two in the morning.”

“You’re a writer?” Jamie perks up.

“Blogger, mostly. Garden and lifestyle stuff. Used to be just for fun, until I needed the affiliate checks that started showing up.”

Teri grins. “I thought I recognized your name. Your post on container tomatoes went viral last summer.”

I laugh. “Yes, but I still can’t grow one to save my life.” The girls laugh. “I write about vegetables because that’s where the money is, but I’m mostly interested in ornamental plants, trees and shrubs, flowers and such.”

Ian watches me the whole time - quietly, attentively. Like he’s cataloging something. Not in a creepy way. More like he’s listening with his whole body.

“You’ve done well for yourself,” he says, and something in his voice makes my chest tighten.

“I’ve done what I had to,” I reply. “This house, this garden… they’re mine. That counts for something.”

“More than something,” he says, gently. We lock eyes, and for a moment, it’s like the party blurs around us. The girls are chatting and refilling glasses, but all I see is the man in front of me. And just like that, the moment passes.

Jamie’s laughing about some library story. Teri’s describing the cake she made for someone’s birthday. Rene’s quiet. Watching.

“So,” I say, turning to Ian as we both reach for the same platter of cookies, “what is going on in that house of yours?”

His smile deepens. “What do you mean?”

“Come on,” I say, leaning in. “One man. Five women. No one’s murdered anyone. That’s at least unusual, if not a true miracle.”

Ian laughs. “No murders so far. That’s kind of our motto.”

“You’re avoiding the question.”

He sips his tea. “Let’s just say we take care of each other.”

“Is that what this is?” I gesture at the group. “A mutual care arrangement?”

“It’s… more than that.” He shrugs. “They each have their own story. They didn’t come looking for me. Not really. But we found each other. It works.”

“You say it like it’s that simple, that easy.”

“It’s not. But it is fun.”

I nod slowly, surprised by the twinge of envy that creeps in. Not for the setup, necessarily. But for the connection. The ease. The belonging.

“You know,” I say, pausing for effect, “I couldn’t help but notice your backyard could use a little love.” He follows my gaze and winces.

“You’re not wrong. Gardening’s never been my thing.”

“Well, lucky for you, it’s mine.”

His eyebrow lifts. “Is that an offer?”

“Consider it a neighborly suggestion. I could come by sometime, help you figure out what’s what.”

“I’d like that,” he says softly. And there it is again - that shift in the air, that subtle tightening of attention between us. I see it in the way he looks at me now, less guarded than a few minutes ago. Curious. Maybe even intrigued. I look away before it becomes too obvious.

We spend the next hour chatting, laughing, sipping from mismatched glasses. The women are lovely - genuine, engaging, not nearly as cult-like as I expected from a distance. They’re affectionate with each other and with Ian, but not in that clingy, performative way. It’s real. Natural. Unapologetic.

Every once in a while, I catch Ian watching me. Nothing overt. Just those small glances, the ones that linger a second too long before they move away again. I wonder if he sees the restlessness I try to hide. If he notices the hunger I haven’t figured out how to satisfy.

By the time the sun starts to dip, I’m wishing I’d made this a dinner party instead. I don’t want them to go. Not yet.

“You’ll have to come by again,” I tell him as he helps me carry a few trays back inside. “You and the girls.”

“Careful,” he says, his voice a low hum behind me. “If you keep feeding them, they’ll move in.” He raises an eyebrow. “That’s been my experience, at least.”

I laugh, but something about the idea makes my skin flush.

I turn to face him in the kitchen, setting the tray down between us.

“Would that be so bad?” I ask, softer than I mean to.

Ian looks at me, really looks. There’s a moment when neither of us says anything, and the space between us thickens with possibility. Then he smiles, slow and secretive.

“For me? Probably not.”

I watch him walk out the door a few minutes later, the girls trailing behind, waving their goodbyes with easy laughter. Ian pauses at the gate, glances back once.

I hold his gaze.

And for the first time in a long time, I wonder if I’ve just opened the door to something a little dangerous… and delicious.
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~ Ian ~

“She seems nice,” Harper says, kicking off her shoes and falling back onto the bed. Her sundress flips back with the momentum, offering a tantalizing glimpse of plain white cotton panties. She makes no effort to adjust her dress, as if she doesn’t mind being displayed in front of the rest of us like this. She laces her fingers behind her head. “And she makes good cookies.”

“Pretty good cookies.” Teri nods in agreement, with a touch of reluctance. “Maybe a touch more cinnamon, some extra chocolate chips…”

“Somebody’s jealous.” Lorna smiles and nudges Teri, who flushes.

“Am not! I liked her cookies. I’m just saying, there’s always room for improvement.”

Rene reclines on the bed beside Harper and places a hand on the younger woman’s bare thigh. A hint of color rises in Harper’s cheeks. Rene says, “Val makes a good cookie and a mean mimosa. She’s also really pretty.”

She catches my eye as she says that last part, her smile telling me that she wasn’t just making an observation. I give a dismissive shrug and unbutton my shirt, saying, “Really? I hadn’t noticed.”

Rene gives a short, derisive chuckle. “Hands up who thinks Val is good-looking?”

All five girls raise their hands. They look at me and warmth begins to creep up my neck. I’m a schoolboy caught in an obvious lie.

“Okay, fine. She looks good, I won’t lie.”

“Looks good?” Jamie almost scoffs at me. “She looks fantastic. I hope I look half as good at that age. God, did you see the way that dress hugged her hips?”

The others murmur in agreement. I laugh.

“Am I the only one who didn’t think that?”

“I don’t know.” Rene gives me a little side-eye-half-smile from her position on the bed. Her hand has slid further up Harper’s leg and beneath those white cotton panties. “It seemed to me that you were thoroughly enchanted by her.”

“I don’t know what you mean by that.”

Harper lets out a little gasping moan that makes my belly tighten. Rene keeps her eyes on mine, acting cool and casual, apparently unaware what her hand is doing to Harper. Teri helps me out of my shirt while Jamie and Lorna climb onto the bed together, bodies already melding together in an embrace.

Yet despite all these erotic scenarios and couplings and displays unfolding all around, we continue to have a casual and pleasant conversation. Teri guides me toward the bed and, once I’m sitting beside Harper and Rene, eases my pants to the floor. She kneels before me and uses her endlessly talented hands to massage me to full prowess.

“C’mon, Ian,” Lorna says, cupping Jamie’s ripe, pert breasts in her hands, “are you seriously telling us that you didn’t notice?”

“Val’s a striking woman, I’m not gonna deny it.” It’s hard to concentrate on the topic at hand with Teri’s breath washing over my stiff rod as she moves closer. “I just… look, it wasn’t the only thing on my mind, okay?”

The girls giggle at my flustered reaction. Jamie makes a soft groan as Lorna’s mouth seizes each soft nipple in turn, then she says, “So what were you guys talking about?”

“Oh, this… and that.” Now it’s my turn to groan. Teri sinks her mouth around my swollen organ, until her nose touches my skin. Her ability, enthusiasm, and talent for oral pleasure is quite unmatched. It’s probably the one area that intimidates even the unflappable Rene. “She was curious about - ahh - about all of us.”

“Oh?” Rene’s hand moves inside Harper’s underwear. I can see from the awe-struck look on the younger woman’s face how good Rene’s touch feels. Harper’s eyelids are already fluttering. “Did she ask you to keep the noise down?”

“No complaints from her.” I pause for a moment, breathing hard to appreciate the sensations Teri is causing to ripple through me. Her head slowly rises and falls in my lap, hands touching and grasping me just right. “I think she was intrigued, more than… more than anything.”

“That’s good.” Lorna’s voice is slightly muffled by Jamie’s chest. I have no idea how these girls can focus on talking with everything that’s going on. “It would suck if she was some kind of Karen and had a problem with us.”

Jamie giggles. “Did she ask if you were some kind of pimp?”

“I bet her curtains have been twitching with all of us coming and going,” Rene says, still seemingly oblivious to the effect her fingers are having on young Harper, who coos and sighs, eyes unfocused, mouth open.

I take a breath before responding. Teri’s exquisite mouth makes it beyond challenging. “She didn’t say and I didn’t ask. If I’m being totally honest - oh, God - I think she was more than intrigued by our arrangement here.”

“Maybe she wants to replicate it.” Rene cups Harper’s breasts over the sundress now, gently massaging a groan into the air as gently as a violin player swelling a chord. “Maybe Val wants her own little harem of gorgeous young men.”

That idea makes Jamie giggle again, before she gasps at Lorna’s mouth on her nipples. “Could you - mmm! - imagine that? Val, sitting in her chair on the lawn, watching a load of shirtless, muscular men working in the garden?”

“Maybe we’ll have to join her. She’ll never drink all that mimosa by herself.”

The girls lapse into a mixture of teasing giggles and sensual moans. Harper turns her glassy, glazed eyes to me from the bed and smiles.

“Don’t be jealous, Ian. You know we love you more.”

My aching manhood throbs inside Teri’s inviting throat. “I’m not - mmm - jealous. Why would I be jealous? Damn, that’s good…”

“Or maybe Val has a different idea in mind.” Rene’s eyes flash and she gets that wicked smile, the one I know all too well by now. She’s got a naughty thought in her imaginative head. “Maybe Val is into you, Ian.”

That suggestion takes me by surprise. It even pulls my attention away from the beautiful woman kneeling between my feet and the wonderful talents of her warm mouth.

“Into me? What are you talking about?”

“Seriously?” Rene rolls her eyes. “Don’t play coy, man.”

Harper chimes in. “It was so - oh! - obvious!”

“Yeah, you’ve gotta be blind to not notice the signs,” Jamie adds, crushing her chest into Lorna’s face.

In truth, I had my suspicions, but didn’t dare to believe them. Something in the way Valerie looked across the table at me; something in her smile; something in the way our hands met as we both reached for a cookie; all of these small incidents painted a picture in my mind, but I chose not to notice them. I have more than enough on my plate with all these women and-

Teri takes me to the back of her throat and my vision blurs. I grip the bed and hang on tight, as if clinging to the edge of my sanity in the face of such intense pleasure. Hands gently touch my body from all over and guide me back to the bed. Teri eases back and relinquishes me to the more aggressive demands of Rene and Jamie, who both hunger for different parts of me with equal need. I put all thoughts of my attractive, charming, friendly neighbor out of my mind until we’re finished and the headboard finally ceases its steady, rhythmic drumbeat against the wall.

~~~~

It’s a beautiful morning. I step out onto the wide, vibrant green lawn at the back of my home and take a deep breath. The scent of grass and flowers fills my nose, while warm morning sun makes my bare arms tingle. It’s a beautiful yard, true, but I’ve completely neglected this entire space so far, aside from a few courtesy passes with the lawnmower. I’m a little embarrassed to present this space to somebody with the obvious horticultural gifts that Valerie possesses, but if anyone can give me some pointers on how to look after it, she can.

Naturally, the girls thought it was hilarious when I said that Valerie would be coming over today to see the garden. There was plenty of teasing and knowing looks and even a few offers of helping me choose what to wear for the occasion. Lorna, Jamie, and even Harper volunteered to stay home today and keep an eye on us. Apparently they’re worried that Valerie might be some kind of predator. A cougar, as Rene called her, even though that’s not technically correct, because I’m older.

Rene strolls past me and throws a large towel onto the grass. She strips down to her underwear and reclines under the sun, stretching out like a cat. I watch her with a mix of amusement and confusion.

“Uh, Rene, aren’t you forgetting something?”

She thinks for a moment, then snaps her fingers. She unclasps her bra and tosses it aside, letting the sun warm her bare breasts. “Good call, Ian. I don’t want any tan lines.”

“You know that Valerie will be here any minute?”

Rene fixes me with a gaze, daring me to do something about it. “I’m not intimidated. Besides, I don’t have anything she doesn’t.”

I shake my head with a soft chuckle. This is the first time I’ve ever seen Rene get remotely territorial. But then again, this might be the first time in her adult life she’s had anyone or anything to feel territorial about. It’s rather sweet, when I look at it that way.

“Please don’t scare her off. She already has a vibe about our relationship. I don’t want her thinking that we’re some kind of sex cult.”

Rene stands and walks back into the house. She says, “Fine. But I’m not wearing a bra today in protest.”

The doorbell rings and I turn back to the house. I have a strange lightness in my chest, a hint of anticipation. It makes no sense to me. Why on earth would I be this giddy about welcoming a woman into my home? I already share it with five others.

I pass Teri in the kitchen. She’s putting the finishing touches on a raspberry cake - a much more extravagant and garnished piece than normal, I notice. Perhaps she wants to show off in front of Valeria. The scent of freshly-brewed coffee lingers in the air. Teri offers me a go-get-’em-tiger smile. I chuckle and head to the front door, where Valerie is waiting on the step.

“Good morning, Ian. I hope I’m not too early?”

“Not at all, I’m an early riser. Please, come in.”

She beams and steps into my house. She looks pretty sensational today, wearing another floral dress that amplifies the shape of her body and those creamy, wonderful legs. She also carries a plastic bucket stuffed with a few gardening items, like gloves and a couple of small, wooden-handled tools. I close the door and we pause together, both enjoying this quiet moment.

Finally, Valerie says, “Well, I’m ready if you are?”

~ Valerie ~

I’m standing in Ian’s backyard with a trowel in my hand and way too many thoughts in my head.

The sun is high, the air humid, and there’s a stubborn root ball clinging to the soil like it’s hanging on for dear life, which it is. I know I should be focused on coaxing these poor, half-dead hydrangeas back to life, but instead, I keep glancing toward the kitchen window where I saw him last.

That was twenty minutes ago.

I stab the trowel into the dirt.

He met me at the front door with that easy, lopsided smile, all tousled hair and sleepy charm, and for one ridiculous second, I felt like I was stepping into something out of a dream. He touched my arm lightly, just enough to make my pulse stutter. Then he led me inside, barefoot and warm, into the cool, open kitchen that smelled like fresh coffee and something sweet.

Teri was there.

She looked up from her raspberry cake with a grin like she already knew everything about me. “Morning, Valerie,” she said, like we were friends, or at least heading that way. “Ian, can you grab the parchment from the drawer?”

And I thought - just for a second - that he’d say, “In a minute,” and keep walking with me out to the garden, where we could talk about soil and roots and the mess of crabgrass that needed taming.

But he didn’t.

He smiled. Gave my arm a little squeeze. “Go ahead, I’ll be right out.”

So I did what any mature woman would do. I smiled, nodded, and walked through the kitchen with the confidence of someone who wasn’t unraveling on the inside. The French doors were already open to the patio, and the breeze carried in the scent of mint and honeysuckle. I stepped outside and looked around.

And then I waited.

I pulled on my gloves. I lined up my tools. I saw a dead rose bush that needed to be dug up, so I went to work. I reminded myself that he was probably just being polite, that Teri’s cake probably needed something urgent, or maybe it was collapsing or catching fire or… something.

But ten minutes passed. Then fifteen.

Still no Ian.

Through the windows, I could see them talking, smiling. She handed him something. He leaned in. She laughed.

And that’s when the doubt crept in - slow and mean, like cold water down my back.

What the hell was I thinking?

I don’t belong here. This isn’t a game I know how to play.

It’s not that I don’t think I’m attractive - I know what I’ve got. But I’m not them. I’m not fresh-faced and twenty-something with dewy skin and innocent eyes. I’m not barefoot in a sundress, baking cakes and sleeping in someone’s bed like it was the most natural thing in the world.

I’m the neighbor. The woman with dirt under her nails and a half-healed heart.

I thought maybe - just maybe - I could be something else to him. That there was room. That the way he looked at me meant something.

But now?

Who am I kidding?

I hear footsteps upstairs. A door closing. Someone moving around.

So they are home. Just invisible. Like ghosts in silk pajamas. Or maybe no pajamas. Much more likely.

I’m kneeling in the dirt because I already said I’d help, and because it’s too late to back out without looking pitiful. But my heart feels like it’s shrinking in my chest. Trowel in one hand, self-respect in the other, I start digging and try not to hope for too much.

He probably forgot. Or got distracted by another one of the girls. They’re always around, effortlessly gorgeous in that maddening, youthful way. Every time I think I’ve got a read on the place, it shifts. It’s not a cult. It’s not a commune. It’s not a harem, not exactly. But it’s also not… normal.

I wipe my brow and glance up just as the door swings open. Ian steps out holding a sweating glass in each hand. He’s still barefoot, as expected, and wearing jeans that ride just low enough to make me bite my tongue.

“I figured you earned this already,” he says, handing me the tea.

“Thanks.” I take it, grateful for the feel of the chilled glass through my glove. “You disappeared on me.”

He grins. “Teri needed help with the ceiling fan. I’m told I’m the only one tall enough to reach, and we don’t have a step ladder, for some reason.”

“Mmm.” I sip, then add lightly, “Useful and decorative.”

That gets me a look - amused, curious, warm.

“You’re not bad with a trowel yourself,” he says. “The girls keep asking if I’m secretly angling for you to landscape the entire yard.”

I smirk. “Is that what they think?”

“Lorna said it was either that or you’re seducing me with your extensive knowledge of  gardening.”

“Oh, please.” I gesture to the hole I’ve been digging. “If I were trying to seduce you, I’d start by doing something a little less sweaty.”

His eyes flick down briefly, but enough that I feel it.

“You wear sweat well,” he says.

It’s simple. Teasing. But it lands.

I look away, pretending to examine the roots. “So, are they all home today?”

He shrugs. “They just left, actually.” He sips his tea, then adds, “Doing their thing. Teri’s visiting an old friend–I think that’s who the cake was for–and Jamie’s working at the paper. The others are doing some shopping, I believe they said as they were leaving.”

“All of them?”

He nods.

And just like that, I know - I’m alone with him. They knew I was coming, and they left.

Did they do it on purpose?

The idea catches me off guard, like a cool breeze against my bare legs. I don’t know if I’m flattered or panicked. Maybe both.

“I guess that makes you somewhat vulnerable,” I say, keeping my voice light.

“Oh?”

“No backup. No pretty young things to protect you from the dangerous, middle-aged woman with unspoken designs.” God, did I just say that out loud?

He chuckles. “I think I’ll survive.”

I sit back on my heels, brush soil from my gloves, and stick the trowel in the dirt. My heart is beating harder than it should be. “You know,” I say, “I wasn’t always like this.”

“Like what?”

“Guarded. And awkward.” I peel off one glove, flexing my fingers. “Once upon a time, I was the kind of woman who would’ve shown up in lipstick and heels and pretended to know what I was doing just for the excuse to flirt with you.”

“And now?” he asks softly.

“Now I know what I’m doing. Which is somehow scarier.”

He crouches beside me. Not touching, just close. The kind of close that feels deliberate.

“You intimidate easily?” he asks.

“Not usually. But you and your household are a bit… overwhelming.”

“How so?”

I roll my eyes. “Oh, come on, Ian. You’re surrounded by women who are all younger than me, all stunning, and all seem to get you. Like they’ve cracked some code I never had a clue how to decipher.”

Ian tilts his head. “That’s not the full story.”

“No?”

“They didn’t have to crack anything. They chose to try. That’s different.”

I nod, swallowing. “And what if I’m still trying to decide whether I should?”

“Well, you’re here. That’s a start, isn’t it?”

His voice is low. Steady.

I look up at him. There’s sweat at his temple, and his eyes are darker now, serious, steady. My mouth is dry, and it’s not from the heat.

“They left so we could be alone, didn’t they?” I ask.

He doesn’t answer, but he doesn’t deny it, either.

I pick up the trowel and then set it down again. I feel like I’m making a complete fool of myself, but I can’t do a damn thing to stop myself. I don’t want to stop myself.

“I’m not like them,” I whisper, keeping my eyes from his. “I’m not young. I’ve got scars. Literal and otherwise.” I look at him before adding, “And I know what it feels like to be replaced.”

Ian’s gaze softens. “You’re not being replaced. You’re being…invited.”

Something about the way he says it - no pressure, no agenda - unlocks something in me. The hunger I’ve been swallowing down rises like a tide. I’ve spent so long pretending I don’t need this, that it’s too late for me, that my window for wild choices and reckless longing has closed.

But maybe it hasn’t.

Maybe it’s standing right in front of me, barefoot and calm, asking nothing and offering everything.

I take a breath, deep and steady, then say the words before I can talk myself out of it.

“I want to sleep with you.”

Ian doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t blink. Just watches me with that maddening, centered calm.

“Are you sure?” he asks.

“No. But I want to be.”

Another beat.

Then he smiles - slow, warm - a sunrise kind of smile.

“Then let’s go inside.”
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~ Ian ~

I’ll say this for Valerie: she knows what she wants and doesn’t play games. I respect the hell out of that.

We make it as far as the kitchen before she stops me with a firm tug on my hand. I turn back to face Valerie and her arms snake around my neck and her lips find mine. We lock together in a deep, hungry embrace. Her hands reach down, gliding south across the plains of my back, until she seizes and cups my butt. I return the favor. Valerie has a wonderful ass. I guess all that garden work must pay off. Her tongue glides alongside mine and she lets out a muffled groan of hunger. Our lips part and I look into her face - flushed, glazed, yearning.

As sexually adventurous (and active!) as I’ve become in these last several months, it still takes me by surprise to welcome a new tongue into my mouth on only the second meeting. I place my hands on Valerie’s shoulders and say, “Are you sure about this?”

She almost laughs. “I’m not some delicate waif, Ian. I’m probably twice the age of the girls you already have here. I know exactly what I want.” Her hands find my zipper and it gives way at her touch. “I should be asking you that question.”

“Me? Why?”

“I’m not like the girls in this house. I’m not some perky, tight, firm twenty-something babe. I’m older.”

I nod slowly, but still don’t understand. “And what’s the problem?”

She laughs. “I’m saying that you’re surrounded by steak and I’m more like takeout.”

“Takeout? I was going to compare you to a fine wine.”

Valerie blushes. “Because it makes steak taste even better?”

“Because it makes life more meaningful.”

Now she damn near throws herself at me, our kiss filled with urgency, my shorts falling to the floor, her hands seizing my hard length through the underwear. I return her hungry exploration, my hands roaming over her neck and shoulders and gliding south, marveling at the feel of her through the sundress. Straps slip from her shoulders and fabric succumbs to gravity. Her body is revealed to me with all the dramatic flair of a magician pulling off an illusion on stage. My jaw almost hits the floor. She wears nothing beneath her pretty floral dress, not a stitch. Yes, she’s older than the girls who live with me, but that hasn’t tarnished her natural, radiant, dazzling beauty one iota. Firm, sizeable breasts that hang like ripe fruits, only enhanced by their natural weight. A slender waist from years of living well and taking care of her figure. Wonderful wide hips to support her incredible thighs and peach-shaped ass. A small, carefully-groomed and maintained strip of hair decorating her otherwise smooth mound.

By God, she’s as exquisite as a portrait in any museum in the world. Sheer perfection.

She must be able to read my thoughts through the dumbstruck look on my face because she giggles again and says, “Is it okay?”

“Okay? Valerie - my God - how in the world are you single?”

A flush of pride colors her cheeks. She says, “You know, I’ve been wanting to introduce myself to you for months now. But…”

“But what?”

“Well, you know how it is. I see those beautiful young women coming and going all the time, it made me think that maybe I was too old for you.”

“If anyone here is too old, it’s me. Do you often show up at men’s homes without underwear?”

“I find that bras and panties get in the way of my gardening.” She leans against the kitchen island, so divine that she might have been sculpted by an artist. A coy smile lights up her beautiful face. “I’ve shown you mine…”

I understand the meaning of her words. I take off my shirt and toss it aside. My thumbs slip into the waistband of my underwear and her face lights up with a greedy smile. She nods with encouragement. For the first time in a long time, I feel a pang of apprehension about being naked in front of a woman. She’s calm, cool, collected, confident, and utterly gorgeous. I push my underwear to the floor and kick it away, standing before her in nothing more than the Emperor’s finest garments.

She gazes at me with interest, eyes roaming up and down the length of my body. I fight the absurd urge to strike a pose and instead adopt a causal position, leaning against a kitchen counter, almost mirroring Valerie’s easy relaxation.

“I can see why you’re so popular with the girls.” Her smile widens as those keen, sharp eyes settle on the point of most interest. I stiffen and throb harder under that steady gaze. “I hope they’re not going to, you know…”

“What? Come back home and catch us?”

“Well, that, yes.” She takes a step closer. “But I’m more worried about causing problems between you and them. Are they going to be upset with me if we enjoy ourselves?”

I gave an emphatic shake of my head. I slip an arm around her waist and pull her into me. Warm. Soft. Feminine. “This isn’t the kind of house where people get jealous about things like that.”

“I’ve been so curious about you and your girls ever since you moved in,” she says. One hand slips down and massages my manhood with a tender, loving caress. “How on earth does it all work? You must be a busy man, pleasing five beautiful women every day.”

I make a soft chuckle. It’s difficult to think up a response while her gentle hand and slender fingers are wrapped around me like this. “Truth be told, we aren’t all doing it together all the time. Mostly the girls pair up whenever they want some fun. I join in when the mood takes me.”

“How often is that?”

“Pretty often.”

We exchange a knowing look. I caress her firm ass. It feels incredible to touch. I can see why the girls noticed Valerie’s beauty yesterday. She bites her bottom lip and says, “I’ve never been with another woman. I wonder what it’s like.”

“I’m sure they’ll-” A groan interrupts my train of thought. “I’m sure they’ll teach you how it’s done - if that’s something you’d like?”

Her eyes flash with wicked interest. Her hand grips a fraction tighter and moves a little faster. “Hmm. I’ve never thought about it. But I’m not in the mood for that right now. I haven’t properly enjoyed myself with a man for years, Ian. Years. Think you can help blow some cobwebs off this old spinster?”

“If you keep talking about yourself like that, I’m going to put you over my knee.”

“Is that a promise?”

She gives me a dangerous look, daring me to change her attitude. I spin us both around and pin her to the countertop. She exhales a shocked but delighted gasp. My hand cups her warm sex and I spread her silky-soft intimate lips with a delicate touch. Her eyes glaze over with need. Her lips part. She looks at me with silent, desperate encouragement. I slowly ease two fingers inside and her moan fills the silent kitchen.

“God, Ian, that’s so… mmm…”

We kiss again, long and slow and deep, our tongues exploring with the same easy, casual pace as our hands roam each other’s intimate regions. Her wonderfully soft, tight wetness grips my fingers and she moans into my mouth. She gives my manhood a firm squeeze and looks into my eyes with a lusty expression.

“Don’t make me beg.”

I don’t. I withdraw my fingers slowly, then guide Valerie into position. She bends over the kitchen counter, arching her back, looking at me over her shoulder. Her sensual body is ripe for the taking.

And I take it.

Valerie welcomes me inside with a throaty moan that rises to a shrill cry as I fill her completely.  She pushes back into me and takes every single inch. Her mouth trembles. She clutches the counter and groans with all-consuming erotic delight.

“Oh my gosh, Ian! That’s so good! I’ve been so… mmm… so jealous of those girls…”

“Really?” I grasp that firm, soft ass and begin to slowly rock back and forth. Her exquisite warmth grips me with every movement. “In what way?”

“I have ears, you know.” A wicked, naughty giggle. “I hear the sounds they make and - ooh! - I wish it was me.”

“It is you.” I start to move faster now. “Right now, it is you.”

“Yes! Yes, it’s me! It’s my turn! Oh, fuck!”

Valerie pushes her hips back, taking as much as she can with each thrust. My steady movements quicken and get slowly faster as lust overwhelms my senses. Before long, we’re making love with wild abandon, pounding away like teenagers without a care in the world.

“Ian! You’re gonna make me cum!”

Her shrill, passionate wail drives me wild. I pump harder, deeper, faster, loving the cries of bliss filling the air around us. Our bodies collide in a wild frenzy. Her sex grips my shaft and her legs buck. A long, breathless, gasping moan explodes from her throat.

“I’m… I’m… Yes!”

She cums. Hard. I feel it through every pore of her body, even shooting up my aching cock and hitting me in the gut. Even after all the hot, wild, crazy sex I’ve enjoyed recently, I still have to marvel at how different and unique and exotic every woman’s climax feels. Valerie’s orgasm is a deep, full-bodied explosion that hits us both so hard she almost forgets to breathe for a few seconds. Her incredible pussy grips and releases, clenches and expands, over and over for the duration of her crescendo.

Her hand taps on the kitchen counter, telling me that it’s too much. I ease back and give her a moment to collect herself. She turns and grabs me. We sink onto the kitchen floor together in a passionate embrace, hearts beating as one, me sinking back into her with ease. She mounts me and links her fingers through mine.

“That was good damned good, Ian.” Her smiling face is flushed and bright. “Let me thank you properly.”

~ Valerie ~

“My God, you feel good,” I whisper as his cock fills my sheath. “I’ve missed this feeling.” I rock back and forth on him and rub my clit against his pubic bone. It’s heavenly, way better than I remember, but then my ex-husband was half the size of Ian. Not that Ian’s cock is huge, but Brian’s was so small, I now realize.

“You recover quickly,” I tell him, and he nods.

“I’m getting a lot of practice, to be honest,” he admits with a crooked smile. My first inclination is to panic again over the reminder that I’m one of many women he’s fucking, but I will myself to suppress such thoughts and just enjoy this moment for what it is.

Still, I can’t help but ask, “How do I compare?”

“You’re incredible, Val,” he says in an admirably convincing tone. I choose to believe him, even if there’s no way on God’s green earth he’s being honest with me.

I lean down to kiss him, and he releases my hands to wrap his arms around me, holding me close to him as our tongues intertwine and explore. My hips undulate as I clench and writhe on his hard, perfect member, and wonder how I can make this a regular thing with us, because now that I know how good a lover Ian is and how much I’ve missed this, I don’t want to give it up. I have no idea how I’ll compete with his other women, but I’ll worry about that later.

I lift myself off his body from kissing him without breaking the slow, sensual rhythm of fucking him, and he offers no objections. I press my hands against his chest and revel in the feel of his hair and skin. It’s so overwhelming that I can’t stop smiling at him.

“You really are incredible, Val,” he whispers as he reaches for my breasts and palms one in each hand. I close my eyes and moan, my head lolling back as he manipulates me so perfectly, my nipples so hard against his soft but masculine hands. I up my tempo as another orgasm swells in my belly, and I grind my clit hard against him and moan again more urgently, then I shudder as I lose myself and gasp and writhe, and the explosion of pleasure overwhelms me as he swells inside me and cums with me and it’s glorious, simply glorious.

Finally, I collapse against his body and he holds me tenderly, caressing my back and kissing my neck. My God, this man is such an amazing lover.

~ ~ ~

I’m still warm all over  -  the kind of slow, heavy warmth that has nothing to do with the sun streaming through the kitchen window and everything to do with the way Ian’s body felt against mine a few minutes ago. My knees are still a little shaky, and my dress… well, I probably should have put it back in order before sitting here at his kitchen table with a fresh glass of iced tea, but modesty feels like an afterthought now.

Ian settles across from me, elbows on the table, watching me like I’m something rare. He hasn’t said much since we dressed and caught our breath, but it’s not the uncomfortable kind of silence. It’s more like… the quiet after a good rain, when everything feels washed clean.

“I should probably say this now,” I tell him, my voice low but steady, “before I lose my nerve.”

One eyebrow lifts. “Say what?”

“That being here…with you… It’s a little intimidating.”

He leans back slightly, not offended, just curious. “Because of me?”

“Not just you. The girls. The whole… setup.” I gesture vaguely. “You’ve got this world in there that runs on its own rules, and they all seem to understand them. You all seem to understand each other. I walk in and… I don’t know. I feel like the new kid at a school where everyone’s been best friends since kindergarten.”

Ian’s smile is slow, thoughtful. “You think you have to know all the rules before you can take part?”

“Wouldn’t you?” I pick at a bead of condensation sliding down my glass. “I mean, the last thing I want is to stumble in and mess up the balance you have. Or worse - feel like I’m competing for space that isn’t mine.”

“You wouldn’t be.” His voice is gentle, but there’s steel under it - certainty. “There’s no competition here, Val. Not for space, not for time. You’d be as active with us as you want to be. Or as little. No one’s keeping score.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“It’s easy to live, too. If you let yourself.”

Something in the way he says that makes me look up, and he’s not smiling now. He’s just… present. Like he’s holding the weight of his words steady between us.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he continues. “Neither are they. You don’t have to rush into anything. You don’t even have to know what you want yet.”

I feel my throat tighten  -  not in a bad way, but in that way you get when someone offers you more grace than you’re used to taking.

“I’m not sure I’d know how to take you up on that,” I admit.

“Then just start small,” he says. “Like tonight. Come back for dinner. Everyone will be here. No strings, no expectations. Just food, wine, and conversation.”

The invitation hangs there between us, warm and tempting. I want to say yes right away, but there’s a flicker of caution I don’t want him to see. Because the truth is, I’m not entirely sure I can walk into that house tonight and not feel like I’m being measured against every woman in it.

But I also know I’ll hate myself if I say no.

I force my voice into something light, breezy. “Dinner sounds nice.”

His smile returns  -  slow, pleased. “Good. Seven o’clock?”

“Seven it is.”

We linger a little longer, talking about harmless things  -  his yard, my roses, the best coffee place. Eventually, though, the hour catches up to me. I stand, smoothing my dress, and Ian walks me to the front door.

On the front porch, the sunlight is blinding after the shaded kitchen. I blink against it and give him a smile that I hope hides the riot of feelings underneath.

“I’ll see you tonight, then,” I say.

He nods, his gaze steady on mine. “Looking forward to it.”

I turn and walk down his front steps, feeling the weight of his eyes on my back all the way to the sidewalk. By the time I reach my gate, my pulse is still unreasonably high, and I know I’ll spend the next few hours turning this morning over and over in my mind  -  the way he looked at me, the way his voice softened, the way I said yes even though part of me still wants to run.

But I won’t run. Not tonight.
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~ Ian ~

Lorna peers at me from around the bathroom door with a big, goofy grin on her face. She reminds me of someone who knows a secret and delights in that knowledge. She says, “So… how was your day?”

“Pleasant. Thus far, at least.” I glance at her over my shoulder and continue drying myself off with the towel. The man in the reflection looks like me, but he seems ten years younger. My hair is still wet from the shower and my skin feels fresh. I feel vibrant and energetic and alive. After the indulgences Valerie and I enjoyed earlier today, I thought it was a good idea to have a shower. Not to hide the evidence, but simply to freshen up. I know the girls left Valerie and I alone together on purpose, but the last thing I want is for anyone to make it awkward or uncomfortable over dinner this evening. Just because they’re all so open and willing to discuss every detail of their intimate lives, it doesn’t mean that Valerie will be on the same level. I sure wasn’t when this all started.

“Pleasant?” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Is that code for…?”

I choose to ignore Lorna, concentrating on drying myself off in the mirror. Instead, I say, “How was your day?”

“It was fine. We went shopping. I shopped. Got some wicked sexy shorts to wear in the sun. Harper blushed when she saw them, so I think that’s a good sign. But don’t try and distract me, Ian. How was your time with Valerie?”

I pause for a moment, selecting my words while dabbing off runaway trickles of water from my skin. In the end I opt for the only description that fits the day. “It was informative.”

Lorna’s eyes almost roll out of her head. “I’m sure she showed which end of a trowel to hold and how to prune a bush. But I’m asking if you pruned her bush.”

My nose wrinkles. “Lorna, please. She’s joining us for dinner tonight. I hope you won’t ask her these kinds of questions.”

“Of course not, that’s why I’m asking you. C’mon, spill, did you do it?”

“I’m not saying anything.”

“Rude…”

Lorna strolls into the bathroom, totally unphased by my nudity. She takes the towel and dabs at my back, mopping up a few areas I’ve missed. Teri appears in the doorway. It seems I’m attracting something of an audience.

“Dinner will be ready at ten minutes past seven,” she says, as though announcing the arrival of a sovereign. “I hope Valerie is hungry.”

“I can’t speak for her, but I sure am.” I wink at Teri in the mirror.

“Yeah,” Lorna says, with a knowing grin, “I bet you two worked up quite the appetite today.”

“Ooh!” Teri’s face lights up and she walks into the bathroom. “Did they do it?”

“I don’t know, he won’t tell me!”

“Rude.”

“That’s what I said!”

I chuckle and shake my head. Having them fuss over me like this is entertaining and endearing in equal measure. I look at them in the mirror, my mischievous lovers, and grab for my shaving foam. Teri takes it out of my hands and squeezed some onto her palm.

“Let me do it. You always miss a spot.”

“You could just point out the spot.”

She shrugs. “I could. But I want you to look nice for Valerie.”

Teri massages foam into my jaw and neck. Her touch makes me tingle in all the right ways, so I decide not to protest further and let her do as she wishes. Teri stands in front of me, all her concentration on the task at hand, but she talks to Lorna at my side.

“Do you think they did it?”

“Of course.” Lorna gives a small scoff, as if any other outcome is unthinkable. “I’m trying to figure out how many times and where and what positions.”

“I can’t believe Ian isn’t bragging about it.” Teri shakes her head. She grabs the razor and begins shaving me, steel gliding through foam. “If I’d spent the afternoon with someone as stunning as Valerie, I’d be singing about her from the rooftops.”

“I bet she blew his mind.”

“I bet she blew more than just his mind.”

They give each other a naughty look and giggle as one. I gesture to myself and shrug, the universal body language of, hey, I’m right here. They see me, but don’t acknowledge me.

“How do you think they did it?” Teri drags the razor along the left side of my jaw with the same amount of care and tenderness that she exhibits with her baked goods. “Valerie looks like the take-charge kind of woman.”

“Oh, absolutely.” Lorna gets that naughty smile once again. “And I know Ian has no objections to letting a lady take the lead.”

I roll my eyes and shake my head.

“There.” Teri wipes my face with a towel and removes all the foam. “All done.”

“Damn, Ter.” Lorna gives an appraising whistle. “He’s almost as smooth as Rene’s naughty parts.”

“I doubt it; she waxes.”

I look past them, into the mirror, and run a hand over my chin. I have to admit, Teri did a good job. I’ve had shaves in barbershops that didn’t turn out this good. She waits for my approval.

“Looks fantastic, thank you Teri.”

She beams with pride. “Maybe if my cleaning biz never gets off the ground, I can go into hairdressing instead.”

Lorna and Teri links hands and head toward the door. Lorna pauses on the way and slaps my ass. She says, “Better hurry up and get dressed, toots. Unless you want to eat naked?”

“Ooh!” Teri grins. “Dinner and a show!”

I hear their laughter retreat down the hall even as I smile into the mirror. What on earth would I do without these girls in my life?

~ ~ ~

The exquisite scent of Teri’s cooking permeates the house by the time I’m dressed and walking downstairs. That wonderful aroma grows strong enough to make my mouth water as I enter the kitchen to find my five housemates-slash-lovers-life partners waiting at the table. Like me, they’re all casually dressed, though some, such as Harper have opted for cuter, conservative dresses and others, like Rene, wear bolder blouses with plunging necklines. Teri is in her apron, fussing over the napkin arrangements.

The doorbell rings. I hasten to the front door. Valerie is waiting. She offers me a warm smile, yet there’s a flicker of worry on her face. She carries a bottle of wine in each arm - one red, one white.

“I didn’t know who preferred what. I can go and grab a rose wine if that would be better?”

“It’s absolutely fine, please, come on in.”

She steps into the house, her floral perfume briefly replacing the smell of cooked food for a moment. As always, Valerie is a vision of loveliness. Her natural beauty only seems enhanced by a vivid yellow dress that accentuates her figure. Was it only this morning that we made love for the first time? It feels like we should have been doing it for months.

“I hope I’m not too late,” she says, glancing at the kitchen. “Am I late? Are they upset with me?”

“Val, it’s one minute past seven.”

“Oh, gosh, they’ll be furious…”

I chuckle, take the bottles of wine and offer my arm. We walk into the kitchen together.The girls are waiting for us, with a large, steaming dish of lasagna gently cooling in the middle of the table. Valerie hovers at my side for a moment, as if fearing to take another step forward.

But then she moves. And she joins us in the kitchen.

~ Valerie ~

I will myself not to hesitate on the threshold, not to let that reflex of smallness clip my steps just because the room is full of young beauty and easy familiarity, but my ribs still cinch for a second as I cross into the room and take it all in - the long farm table with its mismatched but somehow harmonious plates, the linen napkins that Teri has folded into neat triangles, the big, bubbling lake of lasagna breathing steam in the center, the salad glistening in a wooden bowl, the basket of bread wrapped in a towel. All around them, the girls sit in their chairs, comfortable in their bodies and in this space, with each other.

Lorna stands the second she sees me, which I don’t expect, because she looks like the kind of woman who doesn’t jump for anyone. She moves around the table with that grounded grace of hers, like a dancer, and she folds me lightly into a hug that is neither possessive nor performative, just… nice. “There you are,” she says, big smile, warm voice.

Harper half rises, gestures to the chair beside her. “Sit here, Valerie.”

There’s a moment when my backside touches the chair and I can feel all of them doing what women do when they’ve already decided to be kind: making space with their bodies and their voices, shifting the current of conversation so it carries me instead of leaving me to tread water. Lorna slides the salad bowl closer so I don’t have to reach; Teri lays a slice of lasagna on my plate; Jamie asks me about the roses by my front walk as if she really does want to know and isn’t just being polite, and Harper tells me that the animal shelter posted our photos.

“The black-and-white puppy with the eye patch already has three applications,” she says, which is enough to make all of us ooh like we’re watching fireworks, and I can feel my shoulders drop by a degree.

We do a little chorus of gratitude for Teri’s cooking, and then there’s the comforting clink of silverware against plates, and for a few moments the room sounds the way good rooms sound: people eating, people making small appreciative noises, people talking with full mouths because they forgot they were supposed to wait.

Teri asks me about my day and I talk about the blog in the careful, non-boring way I’ve learned to talk about something you love that is also your job; I make a joke about my inbox being two-thirds ‘urgent collaboration opportunities’ and I get a round of sympathetic groans that tell me they have their own inbox problems, their own algorithms to appease or ignore. Ian describes, with the straightest face, how the ceiling fan in the kitchen nearly attacked him this morning when he tried to reach the chain without a step stool, and Teri swats him with her napkin because he’s not allowed to imply that her kitchen is a hazard, and he takes the swat like a man who enjoys being loved in ways that have nothing to do with sex, and it occurs to me that that might be his secret, the way he makes room for everyone to be important at the same time.

It’s lovely, the small talk. It’s what I can do all night if they’ll let me. But small talk has a shelf life in a house like this, and Lorna must have set the timer before I arrived, because when our plates are half conquered and the wine has loosened the invisible kink in my sternum, she puts her elbows on the table like a foreman getting down to the day’s labor and says, very simply, “Okay. Brass tacks.”

The table shifts - just a fractional leaning forward, like we all unconsciously braced for a turn in the road. Lorna looks at me, and it isn’t an interrogation; it’s an invitation, but I still feel my toes curl inside my shoes as if I’m standing on the lip of a pool, not sure how cold the water will be.

“How do you see yourself with Ian?” she asks, and she manages somehow to make it sound like “what do you actually want?” and “how do we make this easy for everyone?” and “you are allowed to say what you mean” all at once.

I glance down the table and there he is, very much present, very much listening, very much not rescuing me. He tips his head a fraction, and there’s a shimmer of humor in his eyes, but it’s not at my expense; it looks like the trust of someone who has let himself be talked about like this before.

“You’re going to ask me that with Ian sitting right here?” I say, not as a protest, more like astonishment. “As if he’s a car we’re negotiating over?”

“Hey,” Ian says mildly, “I am at least a very nice car.”

Jamie grins, but she’s serious when she turns to me. “It’s always better with him here,” she says. “That way, you don’t have to guess what he thinks later. And we don’t either. We only want the truth, Val. It’s the only thing that works in this house.”

My mouth is dry. “You really want the truth?”

“The only thing we ever want,” Jamie says, and Harper nods.

I take a breath.

“The truth is I’ve been lonely,” I say, and the room does that thing where it quiets without going still; forks still move, someone pours wine for someone else, but the current slows to let the words float through. “Not just the obvious, not just the empty-side-of-the-bed lonely, though that, too. The kind where you start narrating your own errands because if you don’t say any words out loud all day, you start to wonder if you still exist. The kind where you plant a ridiculous number of annuals in May because you want to make a mess on purpose, just so you have to clean it up. The kind where you get good - too good - at telling yourself you’re fine.”

No one rushes to interrupt or soothe, and I’m grateful for that. Anything too gentle right now would melt me into the floorboards.

“And then today happened,” I continue, and I see the flicker of it in their faces - recognition, curiosity - because of course Ian didn’t tell them the specifics and of course they know anyway. “And it turns out I’m not dead from the waist down. It turns out I can still want, and I can still say yes, and I can still feel… held by a man. Not just any man,” I add, and I look straight at him because not looking will feel like a betrayal of the very honesty I promised, “this man.”

There’s a ripple of reaction - soft, private smiles shared down the line of women like an inside joke that somehow includes me. “He’s an amazing lover,” Teri says, factual and affectionate at the same time. “You can say it out loud. We do.”

“He is,” I say, and my cheeks warm, not with shame, but with the oddness of saying a sentence like that at a table while he cuts bread, and yet it lands perfectly, like a bell tone, true and clean, and suddenly I’m laughing a little because what a world, what a room, what an arrangement they’ve made.

Rene is the one who tips us over the next ridge with that blunt, merciful efficiency of hers. “So where does the fear live?” she asks. “Because I can see it trying to hide in you.”

“It lives everywhere,” I admit. My laugh turns thinner and I shrug. “It lives in the part of me that thinks I’m stupid to walk into a situation where, by definition, I’m not the only one. It lives in the part that counts chairs and wonders if there’s enough room. It lives in the part that looks at him and thinks: you’re going to stretch yourself too thin if you let one more woman wrap herself around your life. I don’t want to be the reason anybody gets less. I don’t want to be the woman who upsets the balance you’ve built.”

I can feel the table exhale before anyone speaks, and it isn’t relief, exactly, but it’s something. I’m not sure what, though.

“I thought that,” Rene says, surprising me, because I didn’t expect her to hand me that piece of herself so matter-of-factly. “When I came here, I told myself he’d run out of hours or patience or, I don’t know, stamina,” she adds dryly, and Jamie snorts, “and none of that happened. The opposite did. It… expanded. I don’t know how to explain it without sounding like I’m pitching you a timeshare, but it turns out affection isn’t a pie. You don’t get smaller slices because there are more plates; someone just keeps making more pie.”

“Also,” Jamie adds, “he naps.”

“Ruthlessly,” Lorna says, approving.

“And we mind our own energy,” Rene continues. “We pair off. We bow out. We lean in. We take care of each other, so he doesn’t have to be everything to everybody.”

“And sometimes he says no,” Harper murmurs, so soft I almost miss it, eyes on her fork as she tucks a piece of lettuce. “When he needs to. Which he should.”

My skepticism doesn’t disappear, but it does loosen its white-knuckle grip, because what they’re describing isn’t a man with a clipboard and a whistle directing traffic.

“Even so,” I say, because I’ve learned not to be talked out of my own doubts, “it’s a lot. And I - look, I’m not twenty-two. I don’t bounce. If I fall, it hurts. So I need to know that I’m not signing up for a competition I have no chance of winning.”

Lorna’s smile is all reassurance and none of the condescension that sometimes sneaks into reassurance. “You’re not signing up for a competition,” she says. “We don’t even have medals. And this part matters, Val - ” she leans in a fraction, eyes not leaving mine “ - we don’t just enjoy Ian. We enjoy each other. A lot. Not to exclude him,” she adds, angling a look at him that is fond and a little wicked, “but to include ourselves.”

Harper blushes, which is its own answer, and Jamie gives Lorna a look that could peel paint and then grins because she likes being seen and isn’t ashamed of that. Rene tips her glass my way again, a smaller salute, same message: you won’t be ignored here.

I let that sink in - not just as a logistical point, but as a paradigm shift. Because I have spent years making my desires solo, private, tidy, and here is a table full of women saying desire is a community resource, renewable and shared, and I realize the thought that follows is both ridiculous and true: I don’t actually know what I would be like with another woman because I’ve never allowed myself even the hypothetical of that sentence.

“I haven’t… been with a woman,” I say, and the candor of it doesn’t stick in my throat the way I expect it to; it slides out clean, almost curious. “Ever. Not even a half-measure in college with too much tequila. That door just never seemed to be mine to open. But I’m not opposed to knocking and seeing what that might be like, if that makes sense.”

“It makes perfect sense,” Lorna says, and she sits back with a satisfied little nod, as if I’ve just placed the final piece of a puzzle she refused to solve without me. “And it also makes sense to say this out loud: no pressure. From any direction.”

“None,” Harper echoes, and there’s something so sweetly sincere about her that it almost undoes me more than anything else tonight.

Teri puts the bread basket down with a decisive thump that feels like punctuation. “Zero pressure,” she says. “But curiosity is welcome. And - ” she glances at the others, mischief twining with candor “ - for what it’s worth, we’ve all admitted to being very interested in you. Sexually. And otherwise. Your dress at the party was impeccable, and the shortbread? Almost criminal.”

Harper holds up a hand like she’s in class. “Seconded. On all counts.”

Rene’s gaze holds mine openly now, not a test, not even a dare, more like an offer on pretty stationery. “You’re very attractive, Val,” she says simply. “If you ever want someone to show you what’s what, I’m available.”

I laugh, because I can’t not, because somewhere in the last five minutes my nervous system has decided joy won’t kill me. “I appreciate the straightforwardness,” I say, hand to my chest like I’m steadying a fluttering thing. “I don’t know what I’ll want. I don’t know when. But I… like the idea of having options that don’t require me to pretend I’m not scared.”

“Fear is allowed,” Jamie says. “We just ask it to take its shoes off at the door so it doesn’t track mud everywhere.”

“Put that on a pillow,” Ian murmurs, and the ripple of laughter belongs to all of us, and it loosens something final inside me.

I turn to him then, because I can’t not, because all of this has been about him and not about him at once, and the way he’s watched without steering has made me feel steadier than if he’d held my hand the whole time. His smile is small and real, the kind he wears when he’s pleased but refuses to gloat about it, and the heat behind it isn’t just sexual; it’s the warmth of someone relieved to find the thing he hoped might be true is, in fact, true.

“You okay?” he asks softly, not for the table, just for me.

“I think so,” I say, and the words wobble. “Better than okay, actually. Which is making me feel a little overwhelmed.”

“Stay,” he says. It’s not a command. It’s certainly not a question. It’s an invitation. “Tonight. You don’t have to decide anything beyond that. You can curl up and sleep and listen, and if at any point it’s too much, I’ll walk you home. But I’d like you to stay.”

It shouldn’t make me tear up, but it does anyway.

Lorna offers me a tissue without making a production of it, and Teri tops off my wine without comment, and Jamie distracts the room for half a minute by describing a truly unhinged letter to the editor so I can wipe my eyes without being watched.

When I look at him again, I can speak without my voice fraying. “Yes,” I say. “I’ll stay.”

It sounds like a footstep landing on the other side of a threshold I’ve hovered in for years.

The table exhales again, not because they were holding their breath for my answer, but because the room likes it when something clicks into place. Someone makes a joke about where to put me - “not under the stairs, we promised we wouldn’t do that anymore,” Jamie says solemnly - and Ian warns her she’s going to start a rumor about us being weird, and Harper says she’ll find me an extra blanket, even though this house runs inexplicably warm.

We eat the rest of dinner in that buoyant calm that comes after a storm you barely noticed building, and every bite tastes brighter, saltier, sweeter. When the plates are stacked and Teri shoos Harper away from carrying them to the sink with the authority of a general, Ian tips his head toward the hallway.

“Let me show you where you’ll sleep,” he says, and there’s that smile again.

I stand, my chair scraping softly against the wood, and the rest of the women watch me go. Lorna gives me a little smile, and Jamie squeezes my hand for a second.

At the top of the stairs, the hallway is dim and quiet in that way big houses get at night, pockets of light like islands we cross from one to the next. Ian doesn’t rush. I don’t either. When he opens the door to a room, he just says, “Here,” and I step in, and I do that thing I’ve taught myself to do when something good arrives: I let it.

“I’ll get you a T-shirt,” he says, and I nod, and for once I don’t narrate the movement of my life in my head to prove I’m in it. I am in it. I’ve said yes to a bed and a house and a man and a chorus of women who made room, and if that doesn’t feel like the opposite of lonely, I don’t know what does.

“Yes,” I whisper again, for me more than him, and he smiles because he hears it anyway.

I’m staying.
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~ Ian ~

There’s an air of anticipation in the kitchen when I return to the girls, an atmosphere that crackles and fizzles with excitement. It’s an elephant in the room - not an unpleasant, distasteful, uncomfortable elephant, but rather a smaller, cuter, more enjoyable one. Nobody talks about it, not directly, but we all share the same thought.

We have a new lover joining us tonight.

However, as excited and eager as everyone is to call it a night and head upstairs, we still have some unspoken rules and plenty of restraint. All the time we spend together has given us a unique perspective on life, love, and sexual freedom. There is never a rush to get to the good stuff, never any external or internal pressure to speed things up, and never a hint of insistence to skip past the pleasure of simply enjoying the anticipation together. In all, we’re content to exist in the moment and share the experience of building toward pleasure.

It’s a sensation I’ve never explored outside of this house before.

Teri looks up as I enter the kitchen. The room is spotless, as always, but she’s sweeping the floor with a broom. I wonder if that’s an attempt to extend the waiting time and linger here a little longer. She says, “Is she comfortable?”

“Yes. I’m just going to grab her a shirt for the night.”

I wander through the kitchen, past Rene and Jamie, leaning against a counter and finishing their glasses of wine at leisure, and head into a laundry room. Most of the clothes are neatly folded and stacked into piles belonging to each of us in the house. I have no idea how Teri stays on top of laundry, cleaning, and her numerous sexual escapades every single day - especially as our numbers continue to swell - but she makes it look easy. I scan through the laundry piles and select a long, pale shirt that looks suitable enough for a woman to wear at night. Not low-cut nor revealing, soft enough to avoid irritating the skin. It’ll do perfectly.

The girls are still idling in the kitchen. The wine glasses are empty, dishes have been washed and dried and placed back in their spots, and the table is immaculate. The room looks ready to receive royalty. The girls themselves are all content to hang back, engaging in small talk, relaxing and lounging. As much as they might want to head upstairs and compete to see who can make Harper scream the loudest, nobody is in a hurry. We have all the time in the world for erotic adventures, but only one real chance to welcome Valerie into our group on her terms.

“We’ll be there in a few minutes,” Lorna says, as I cross the kitchen again.

I give her a grateful nod and head back upstairs. The bedrooms still stand open, spilling their islands of light into the hallway, but one has a noticeable shadow as an occupant moves around. Valerie is waiting for me.

Oh boy, is she ever.

She’s already undressed, standing in the empty bedroom wearing nothing more than a shy smile. I don’t know if I will ever get used to the sight of a beautiful naked woman in my home. Honestly, I hope I never get used to it. I never want to take something this wonderful for granted. Valerie giggles at my reaction.

“I’m so glad it was you. I started second-guessing myself and thought about what would happen if it wasn’t you coming this way…”

“If I had to guess, the girls would be just as thrilled as I am.” I hold out the shirt. She hesitates for a moment, as if debating whether or not to remain naked. I put a hand on her bare shoulder, a gesture that I hope is comforting and calming. “Hey, it’s okay. Don’t feel pressured to act out or do anything you don’t want to do. Be as comfortable as you want.”

Her shy expression dissolves into gratitude. She takes the shirt and slips into it. Even this large, loose, baggy shirt looks sensational on her figure. It gives her a youthful, playful edge. She says, “Thank goodness. I don’t know what to expect or how to be around any of you…”

“Be yourself. Start there. As for what to expect… I don’t know, either. Every day is different. We might all go in one room. We might pair off. Sometimes Lorna and Jamie are swamped with assignments and need to concentrate, sometimes I’m too exhausted and go to bed alone. There are no rules at all and absolutely no requirements. If all you want to do is get a good night’s sleep in a different bed, you can do that. If you want to stay up all night with a bottle of wine and a book, knock yourself out.”

“You make it sound so easy.”

I blink, slightly bemused by that statement. “It is easy, Val. So easy. I’m lucky enough to be in both a place and an age where I see that life is just a series of A or B choices. Easy or hard. Good or bad. You can do whatever you like, no pressure from me or anyone else.”

“Did you give this speech to all your girls?”

“Some of them.” I give a conceding shrug. “For some people, a life of freedom sounds impossible.”

Valerie nods. She’s one of those people. “I just don’t want to do the wrong thing or tread on anyone’s toes.”

“You can’t and you won’t. Believe me, if that was possible, we would have found out by now.”

She slips her arms around me and buries her face into my chest. “I’ve never known anything like this, Ian. You’re all so… free. So unfiltered. You can talk about anything and not worry. I couldn’t even do that with my ex-husband.”

“That was his mistake.”

She gives me a gentle kiss, the type of kiss a girl gives a guy at the end of a first date; bold enough for them both to enjoy, but not heavy enough to lead anywhere yet. It’s nice. I take that as my cue and step back out of her embrace.

“If you want more privacy, there are several more bedrooms further down the hall. If you want company… you know where to find it. None of the doors here are locked. Nobody here would object to making you feel more comfortable.”

Valerie bites her bottom lip, on the verge of saying something or taking some course of action. But all she does is give a firm nod and step over toward the bed. I give her a final smile and head to the hallway. Teri is waiting there, clutching a glass of water in one hand and a fresh blanket in the other.

“Do you want to give these to her?”

I step aside and let Teri do the honors. She walks into Val’s room like a beam of sunlight. She hands over the glass and carefully lays out the blanket on the bed, saying, “Here you go, I was going to quickly warm this up in the dryer, but then I thought you might be too hot - the house is pretty toasty, right? You don’t want to be uncomfortable. Anyway, there’s some water in case you get thirsty during the night. If you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ask. I’ll be just down the hall, okay?”

Teri finally pauses for breath long enough to look at Valerie. Her eyes light up. “Oh, God, you look so good in that! I wish I could pull off that style as well as you do, damn. You know, if Ian wants to stay here tonight, none of us will blame him…”

Valerie’s cheeks flush. She beams at the younger woman’s praise. I gesture for Teri to come to me. She strides across the room, moving with gleeful enthusiasm, and takes me by the hand. I say, “Let’s give Val some space. Have a good night.”

We walk down the hall, leaving my gorgeous neighbor behind. Part of me hopes she’ll want to leave her room tonight, but if she doesn’t, I can’t blame her. A place like this must be pretty overwhelming. I glance back over my shoulder and glimpse Valerie’s head disappearing back inside the room.

Lorna and Jamie are waiting for us in the bedroom, both undressed and ready to hop on the mattress. I start slipping out of my clothes and the girls seize Teri, stripping her with giggles and eagerness.A few minutes before, Teri was the undisputed Lord Commander of the kitchen, brimming with authority and assuming control of every aspect. But now that we’re in the bedroom, she utterly surrenders herself and becomes the submissive lover. I never get tired of watching that change come over her. It speaks to that primal caveman part of my brain, the lobe that urges me to haul a woman over my shoulder and take her to my bed and ravish her. Watching Teri transform from the authoritative, respected, and strong-willed leader of the house into a meek, submissive, eager-to-please woman hits me in ways I can barely describe.

Her clothes fall to the floor and Teri’s transformation is complete. Even the look in her eyes is different. She’ll do anything these women ask, as they well know. Lorna and Jamie sit back on the bed. They part their legs, Lorna looping one knee over Jamie’s thigh to join their bodies in a graphic display of feminine wonder. Teri kneels before them and begins to slowly, gently, carefully lap at Jamie’s yawning sex. Jamie runs her fingers through Teri’s hair and turns her attention to Lorna. The two sitting women bring their faces together and begin to kiss with long, lingering caresses of lips and tongues.

I can’t get undressed fast enough.

Lorna gestures for me to come closer. She and Jamie interrupt their sensual kiss and turn those wonderful lips in my direction, both lavishing me with attention and soft licks while Teri slowly concentrates on each of them in turn. My heavy breathing is soon lost amid the wonderful sound of feminine gasps, coos, and moans of delight. Teri is every bit as skilled at pleasing two women at once as she is managing a busy kitchen. I stand over her and watch in awe as her mouth and fingers stimulate Jamie and Lorna simultaneously. Before long, the girls are barely able to concentrate on wrapping their soft, talented mouths around my eager shaft.

Giggles float into the room from behind. I look back to see Rene leaning against the doorframe, with Harper kneeling between her feet, head hidden beneath Rene’s dress. My eyes meet Rene’s and she winks. She moans. She removes her dress to reveal Harper who is, yes, utterly lavishing Rene’s immaculately bare sex with that eager and hungry young tongue.

A thought strikes me as it often does in moments like this: how is this my life?

The temperature in the room begins to climb as gasps turn into moans and moans morph into lusty cries. Before long, Teri and Harper are on the bed together in an inverted embrace, mouths pressed to each other’s yearning pussies. I stand behind Harper, looming over Teri’s face, slowly driving my aching length into that exquisite, soft, welcoming entrance while Teri uses her tongue to make me tremble all over. There are no words in any language to describe how sensational this feels. Thank goodness I’ve had several months to improve and hone my sexual stamina; this would surely have made me melt through the floor a short time ago.

Beside us, Lorna, Jamie, and Rene are enjoying a separate yet equally sensual menage of their own. They’re in a loose triangle shape, on their sides, each mouth pressed against the next woman’s deliciously wet pussy, all three of them giving and receiving pleasure at the same time. Their muffled moans make me quicken my pace, stroking into Harper with renewed vigor and intensity. Her shocked gasps thrill me just as much as the scene unfolding across my bed.

We take our time together. The girls are careful not to let me cum before each of them has a turn to enjoy the fullness that only I can provide. If I was a younger man, I doubt I’d have one iota of the patience required to make love to this many women in an evening. They’re all excitable, all generous, and endlessly caring together. One by one, their warm, hungry bodies welcome my stiff cock inside. Each of them feels so wonderful and different and incredible around me; a mixture of depths, tightnesses, angles, and speeds that threaten to undo me with every successive stroke. Somehow I don’t lose control. Somehow I manage to stop myself every time the point of no return looms on the distant horizon. None of them mind when I have to force myself to stop and catch a breath. There are enough of us here that there’s always another mouth to kiss, always more nipples to tease, always another pussy to taste.

Rene rides Teri’s face like a goddess. Lorna explores Harper’s pussy with languid, easy touches. Jamie mounts me with a glint of determination in her eyes and hips that don’t know the meaning of the word quit. The things taking place in this room would make a Roman Emperor blush.

And then, just as I start to believe we’re beginning to reach a crescendo together - because surely none of these amazing young women could possibly have another orgasm - there’s movement in the doorway. Valerie stands there. Her eyes are shining, lips parted, cheeks flushed. As excited as she looks, I can’t tell if she wants to be involved or ask us to quiet down.

Lorna and Rene climb off the bed. They cross the room with outstretched hands and beckon Valerie closer, urging her to join us. My neighbor pauses for a moment. I can’t imagine what must be going through her head right now. Five stunning, naked women half my age, all lost in the throes of sexual euphoria, and me, presiding over the scene like a carnal king. A flicker of doubt crosses her face, likely intimidated by all the beautiful female bodies on display, but Lorna and Rene know exactly how to quash those concerns. Each girl kisses Valerie’s neck, applying a sensual touch to the most sensitive parts. Valerie groans, eyes rolling back, mouth hanging open in wonder. All eyes are on the newcomer now. I can almost feel the energy hit a new high. I have no idea how long we’ve been indulging ourselves already tonight, but Valerie’s arrival has given us all a second wind.

“Oh, God…” Valerie says, in a breathy groan. “That’s so… Oh…”

Rene kisses Valerie on the mouth. I can practically see Valerie’s knees buckle. She accepts the kiss, turning it into a deep, passionate affair. Her first kiss with another woman. She turns to Lorna and takes her second kiss. Rene slides her hand beneath the t-shirt and lifts, lifts, lifts…

A collective intake of breath ripples across the room as five gorgeous women lay their eyes on the sixth. Valerie blushes, a little embarrassed to be naked in front of so many new people, a little intimidated by their beauty, a little shy about how much she likes it. All of us gaze at Valerie in utter admiration.

Teri says, “Oh, my God, you’re so pretty!”

Valerie giggles. She says, “Thank you. I, um, I couldn’t sleep. I didn’t want to, actually. You have no idea how good it sounds out there.”

Rene slips her arm around Valerie’s waist. “If you think it sounds good out there, wait until you hear it from this side.”

The girls giggle. Teri, Harper, and Jamie rise from the bed. They all welcome Valerie and guide her forward, encouraging her to join our love nest. Valerie looks to me for reassurance and I smile and nod and say, “It’s okay, Val. Everything is great.”

She says, “So, um, this might be kind of a silly question but… what do I do?”

~ Valerie ~

I am already on Ian’s bed with my back against the pillows, my T-shirt on the chair because Rene tugged it over my head while I raised my arms, and all of them told me I was beautiful. My face heated at once. My chest rose too fast, but I stayed where I was because I wanted to know how it would feel to let them keep looking.

Ian sits in the chair near the wall, steady and calm, saying nothing except what he said before: I can stop at any time. His quiet watching steadies me, though it also makes me aware of how much I am opening myself.

Lorna sits on the edge of the mattress and strokes my arm. “It’s okay, Val. Everything is great.”

“So, um, this might be kind of a silly question but… what do I do?” I ask. My voice shakes, thin and uneven.

Rene grins. “That’s the point. You don’t have to do anything. Just lie back and let us work.”

Harper steps closer and takes my hand. “If you need me to move, just say so. Otherwise, I’ll stay right here.”

Jamie kneels near my head. “We’ll check in the whole time. You’ll never be left wondering.”

Lorna leans down and kisses me. It is soft and slow, enough to bring me into the moment. She pulls back and whispers, “Okay?”

“Yes,” I say, breathless.

Teri moves in next, bending down to kiss across my collarbone. She trails her lips lower and closes her mouth over one nipple. The sensation is so sharp that my back arches before I can stop myself.

“That’s good,” Harper says softly, watching my face as she strokes my other breast.

Jamie kisses the line of my jaw. “You look good like this. Keep breathing.”

Rene kneels between my knees and strokes the inside of my thigh with her hand. “I’ll start slow. Beautiful.” She presses a kiss against the inside of one knee and then the other, working higher by deliberate inches.

I glance at Ian. He hasn’t moved, but his eyes are steady on me, not pushing, only present. “This is different,” I say.

Lorna strokes my cheek. “Different from him?”

“Yes,” I answer. “With Ian, it’s one body on mine, heavy and strong. This is many hands, many mouths. I don’t know where to put my attention.”

“You don’t need to put it anywhere,” she says. “We’ll guide you. You only have to receive.”

Harper squeezes my hand tighter. “We’ve got you.”

Rene lowers her head and licks me, one long stroke. I gasp, my hips jerking.

“Still okay?” Rene asks.

“Yes,” I whisper. Then louder. “Yesss.”

Teri’s mouth stays on my nipple, flicking and sucking. Harper bends lower to kiss the side of my other breast. Jamie leans down and kisses me on the lips, firmer now, slipping her tongue between mine and then pulling back so I can breathe.

My body starts to learn the rhythm, but they change it before I can settle. It keeps me off balance in a way that makes me moan again and again. Every time I tense, Lorna strokes my arm and whispers, “Good. Stay with it.”

Rene presses one finger inside me, slow, steady. “Relax for me,” she says.

I exhale through my mouth. “More.”

She adds another finger, curling them up before sliding again. My hips push to meet her hand. Teri sucks harder on my nipple. Harper kisses up my neck. Jamie deepens the kiss at my mouth until I moan into her.

“Faster?” Lorna asks.

“Yes, but not too much.”

“Like this?” Rene asks, quickening the pace.

“Yes. Like that.”

The heat builds fast. With Ian, my attention narrowed to one place - his cock filling me, the weight of his body on mine. Here, every part is alive at once. My chest, my mouth, my neck, my stomach, my thighs. All of it. I don’t have to hide. I don’t want to hide.

“You’re close,” Lorna says. “Do you want to keep going?”

“Yes. Please don’t stop.”

Rene shifts her angle, her tongue joining her fingers. The pressure makes me cry out. Harper pries one of my hands off the blanket and laces her fingers through mine. “Breathe. In and out.”

“Harder,” I gasp at Rene.

She obeys. Her tongue and fingers move faster together. Teri pinches my nipple, then soothes it with her mouth. Jamie kisses me hard, then breaks away so I can moan. Lorna whispers into my ear, her voice steady. “Let it happen. We’re here.”

My stomach clenches. My legs jerk. A raw cry bursts out of me as the orgasm tears through me. Rene keeps going until I twitch and shout, “Stop. Stop.” She stops instantly, easing her fingers out and kissing the inside of my thigh. Teri and Harper soften their mouths on my chest. Jamie strokes my cheek. Lorna cups my face between her hands and waits for me to open my eyes.

“You did great,” she says. “How do you feel?”

“Shaky. Good shaky.”

Rene kisses my knee and smiles. “You sounded incredible.”

Harper blushes faintly. “You looked beautiful when you came.”

“Water,” Teri says, pressing a glass into my hand. My hand shakes against the rim as I drink.

Ian finally leaves the chair and kneels beside the bed. He kisses my cheek. “You were perfect, Valerie.”

My throat tightens. “Thank you. I need a minute.”

Lorna says, “Take your time.”

I pull the T-shirt over my head and leave the room on unsteady legs. In the guest room, I sit on the bed, then lie back, still trembling. I count my breaths until they slow. I think about all the firsts I just lived: first time kissed by a woman, first time their mouths and hands on my body, first time I asked for more and got it, first time I said stop and was obeyed instantly.

A soft knock. “Val? It’s Harper. Can I come in?”

“Yes,” I respond.

She enters, closes the door partway, and walks over. “Can I lie down with you?”

“Yes.”

She slips under the blanket and curls against me, her head on my shoulder, her hand resting light on my stomach. I cover it with mine. We don’t speak for a while. Her breathing slows, even, calm.

“I didn’t want you to feel alone,” she says quietly.

“I didn’t,” I answer. “But I like that you’re here.”

“Good,” she says. She closes her eyes.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Yes. I just wanted to be close. I liked watching you. I liked it when you grabbed my hand. It made me feel useful.”

“You were,” I say. “Very.”

She relaxes fully, and I hold her until we both fall asleep.

~ ~ ~

I wake alone; Harper gone. The room is quiet except for a faint hum from the hallway. I swing my legs over the side of the bed and sit for a moment, steadying myself. My body still feels heavy and loose, not tired, but changed. I put on my dress, smooth the fabric down my torso, and run my fingers through my hair. Then I follow the sound of voices down the hall toward the kitchen.

The smell of coffee is strong as I step inside. The table is already full of plates - scrambled eggs, toast, a bowl of fruit. Mugs line the table, some half-empty, some freshly poured. Ian stands at the counter filling another cup while the girls talk over each other.

Teri notices me first. She pushes a chair out with her foot. “Morning, Val. Sit.”

“Morning,” I say. I lower myself into the chair, feeling the way the muscles in my thighs protest slightly after the night before.

Lorna studies my face. “Sleep okay?”

“Yes,” I say. “Better than I thought I would.”

Harper glances up at me from her mug and gives me a quick smile before lowering her gaze. Rene slides the toast basket closer to me. “Eat. You’ll need it if Ian drags you out to the garden.”

Ian brings me a mug of coffee and sits next to me. “That was exactly my plan. I thought Val and I could spend some time outside today. What should we plant?” He looks around the table, including everyone in the decision.

“Herbs,” Teri says right away. “We’ll actually use them.”

Jamie taps her pen on a small notebook. “Climbing roses for the fence. They’d make a nice backdrop.”

“A couple of big pots,” Rene adds. “Something evergreen so it doesn’t look bare in winter.”

“Milkweed and salvias,” Harper says softly. “For butterflies and bees.”

Lorna leans back in her chair. “Lavender. Ian is always going on about how good Val’s yard smells on the right days. If we plant some here, we don’t have to wait for the breeze to bring it over the fence.”

Everyone looks at me. My throat feels tight but I nod. “Lavender is a good choice. It’s hardy. Easy to maintain. You’ll like it.”

“Lavender it is,” Ian says. He taps my knee lightly under the table.

Jamie scribbles a note. “Three plants or five?”

“Five,” I say. “It looks intentional that way.”

Teri perks up. “I’ll make lavender sugar.”

Harper smiles. “I’ll press sprigs in one of my sketchbooks.”

Rene nods. “We can tie bunches and hang them in the laundry room.”

The conversation shifts back to lighter topics. Jamie grumbles about a professor who piles on assignments. Teri complains about a client who reschedules twice a week. Rene tells a story about a man who hit on her at the grocery store even though she was in paint-stained sweatpants. Lorna laughs and says he probably liked the sweatpants. Harper says nothing but listens with the faintest smile.

I sip coffee, letting the voices wash over me. No one brings up last night directly. I’m grateful for that. It’s too early to unpack it with all of them watching.

When most of the food is gone, Ian clears his throat. “So. Who’s coming to the nursery? Besides me and Val,” he says, nodding toward me, waiting for someone to join us.

“I can come for the first stop,” Harper offers. “Then I have to head to the shelter.”

Rene lifts her hand. “I’ll call ahead to check stock. If they’re low, I’ll place a hold.”

“I’ll meet you after my call,” Teri says. “Text me if you need anything.”

Lorna reaches into a drawer and sets a pair of gloves on the table in front of me. “These should fit. Small size. Try them.”

I pull them on. They fit snugly. “Perfect.”

Ian turns to me. “Quick list?”

“Shovel, hand trowel, rake, bucket, bin for soil, something sharp for roots, and gravel,” I say.

“Done,” he says, already mentally checking it off.

We stand to clear the table. I gather plates, but Teri shoos me away from the sink. “You’re the guest. Save your hands for the garden.”

“You all did the work last night, too,” I say.

Rene smirks. “We liked it. And we like you.”

My cheeks warm. “I liked it, too.”

Ian brushes his hand along my shoulder. “Ready?”

“Yes,” I say.

We step into the hallway. He keeps pace with me, close but not crowding. “If anything feels like too much, say so.”

“I will,” I say. “Last night was a lot. It was good.”

“You set the pace,” he says. “That’s what matters.”

“I’ll keep setting it,” I say. “If we do this again, I’ll tell you what I want sooner.”

“If?” he smirks.

Lorna comes up behind us and hands me a folded list. “Five plants, they have plenty in stock. Gravel. Gloves. Don’t let them sell you anything fancy.”

Ian tucks the list into his pocket. “We’ll be fine.”

Harper joins us with her bag. “I’ll ride with you. Then I’ll grab a rideshare from the nursery.”

“Sit in the back with me,” I say.

She smiles, small but real. “Okay.”

In the garage, Ian opens the car door for me. I slide in, Harper next to me. He starts the car, his expression relaxed.

“Anything you want to say out loud?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say. “With women, I noticed details everywhere. Hands, mouths, pacing. I didn’t brace the same way. I let them move me. With you, I love your weight and your drive. I want both.”

“You’ll have both,” he says.

Harper shifts beside me. “I liked being next to you,” she says. “I liked that you grabbed my hand.”

I turn to her. “I’ll remember that.”

The car is quiet for a while, easy and comfortable. I think about the plants we’ll bring home, about spacing them in a line, about digging the holes wide but not deep. I think about Harper’s head on my shoulder last night and the way she avoided my eyes this morning. I decide to ask her later what she needed when she came to me.

Ian breaks the quiet. “Nursery, then planting, then lunch,” he says.

“Five plants in a clean line,” I add.

“Five in a line,” he agrees, smiling.

Ian pulls into the nursery lot. Acres of annuals, perennials, shrubs, and trees stretch in every direction, ordered and waiting. He parks and shuts off the engine.

He looks at me. “You lead.”

“I will,” I say. I open my door and Harper opens hers. Ian meets us at the front of the car with the folded list in his hand. I grip the handle of a cart and breathe once before I speak. “This way.”
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~ Ian ~

She’s in her element and I’m all here for it. Valerie takes immediate charge of our little expedition, winding us through the long, freshly-scented aisles of the nursery. These aren’t traditional straight aisles like you find in regular stores. We’re in a huge patch of land with various small trees, bushes, shrubs, and plants pointing off every which way. The nursery building is up ahead, but in order to get there, we have to pass by all this gorgeous-looking fauna without stopping to admire any of it.

While Valerie is focused on the task at hand, Harper and I are more than distracted. There’s so much to see and smell and enjoy. Harper almost wanders off, twice, before I take her by the hand and force us to remain in Valerie’s wake.

“It’s so pretty!” Harper says, eyes wide with wonder. She reminds me of a kid walking into a toy factory for the first time. “I could spend all day smelling everything!”

“Any time you like.” I squeeze her hand with affection. “But not this time, we’ve got work to do.”

We giggle and hasten to keep up with Val. We’re barely inside the huge, elaborate aisles of plants on sale and already I’m hopelessly lost, but Valerie strides ahead with purpose, turning this way and that, winding deep inside the intricate maze.

“Here we are!” Valerie smiles at us over her shoulder. “This is what we came for.”

She indicates a series of neatly-potted bushes with plush green leaves and clusters of vibrant purple flowers. The scent hits me at once, distinct and unforgettable. Lavender. For a moment, the three of us stand side by side, inhaling, simply content to stand and enjoy that wonderful aroma. Then I notice the women eyeing me.

“What’s wrong? This is lavender, right?”

“It sure is,” Valerie says, with a sly smile. “But you don’t expect us tiny girls to do all the heavy lifting, do you?”

I flex my arms like a bodybuilder and make a show of stepping up to the potted plants. “Stand back, ladies. These guns are classed as deadly weapons.”

They laugh. I squat down and begin lifting the plants onto the trolley. Pots clang against metal. One by one, I manage to load the lavender into place. They aren’t heavy - I’ve lifted worse - but they’re awkward and I wouldn’t want to carry just one of these through the nursery. Finally, we’re all loaded up. I strike a pose and kiss my bicep. Harper wipes tears of laughter from her eyes.

“Ian, stop! I can’t - oh my gosh!”

With the plants all loaded, the trolley is now a heck of a lot heavier to push. I step up and take over handling the load. Valerie and Harper walk ahead. I’m delighted to see them walking so close together and when Harper intertwines her finger through Valerie’s, my heart almost swells out of my chest. Whatever my little collection of women might be called - a harem, a posse, a group - I can’t help but adore them all.

The girls walk ahead, laughing and chatting together. Valerie says, “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“It’s about last night.”

There’s a hint of hesitation in Valerie’s voice, as if expecting, or maybe hoping, that Harper will change her mind, but the younger woman only seems more interested now.

“Ask away.”

“It was very sweet of you to sleep with me. I liked it.”

“Me too.”

Maybe it’s my imagination, but I could swear that Harper pulls Valerie a little closer as she says that.

Valerie says, “Was there something that you wanted from me? It seemed like, I don’t know, I felt like you needed me. Is that weird?”

“It’s not weird.” Harper gives a delighted giggle. “Mostly I didn’t want you to sleep alone. Until I moved into the house, I never had any experience with other women, so I know it can be kind of… intense.”

“That’s putting it mildly. I forgot my own name at one point.”

“Right? I love them all, but sometimes it’s a lot.”

We’re walking through a beautiful nursery, getting closer to the main building and the checkouts lurking in the center of the space. The girls are openly and casually discussing a wonderful, intimate, shared experience as effortlessly as they would talk about the news or the weather. If none of us had ever met, we would not be the kind of people who can do this. What a mind-boggling thought. Valerie gives an easy laugh and says,  “Okay, so what’s the other reason? It felt like you wanted something more than keeping me company.”

Harper blushes and stops walking. Valerie turns to face her. I pause behind them, secretly glad to have a short break from pushing this cart. Harper says, “I don’t know how to say it without sounding silly.”

Valerie cups Harper’s blushing cheeks in her hands. “Sweetie, you saw my O-face. I think we’re past sounding silly, don’t you?”

The girls share a knowing giggle. Harper steels herself and nods. “Okay, sure. It’s just that… I wish I had someone like you in my life over the last few years. Someone to watch over me. I can’t explain it. Does that make any sense?”

Valerie pulls Harper into a deep embrace and the two women hug for several long seconds. From what I can see of Valerie’s face, she’s deeply touched by that sentiment.

“You’re so damn cute.” Valerie releases Harper. “Come on, we still have more things to get and I’d like to finish up and pour some mimosas later.”

Within ten minutes, we’re finished up and back at the car. I close the trunk on several sacks of gravel, soil, gloves, and gardening tools. The backseats are almost fully occupied by the five lavender plants, their fragrance filling the space. Harper and Valerie stand together, still holding hands. Valerie says, “Are you sure you don’t want to join us for lunch?”

“Thanks, but I promised the shelter I’d help out this afternoon. It’s been pretty busy lately.”

They hug once again. Valerie gives Harper a soft kiss on the lips. Color rises in Harper’s face. How amazing that something so small can still make her blush after everything we do together.

I hug Harper too and we promise to see each other at home. Harper calls a cab and I slip into the front seat, beside Valerie. We roll forward and leave the nursery - and Harper - in our rear view mirror. The air conditioning blows the delightful aroma of lavender around the car and we both relax as I wind back to more familiar roads once again.

“You know, Ian, you live quite a life.” She reaches across the seat and places a tender hand on my thigh. “You could do anything you want. You could buy an island and live there. But you’re here, with all those amazing girls.”

“Quite a life,” I say, nodding in agreement. I roll the car into a parking lot at a bright and fresh-looking cafe restaurant and kill the engine. “Better than being stuck on some boring island, I’m sure you’ll agree.”

“No complaints from me. Before, I couldn’t understand how you can possibly keep five beautiful women happy, but now it all makes sense. You’re a one of a kind man, Ian Chandler.”

I unclip my belt and lean across the seats. She doesn’t flinch, only smiles. “You’re wrong about that, Val.”

“About what?”

I can’t help giving her a mischievous grin. “It’s not five beautiful women. It’s six.”

She flushes in delight. I give her a soft, gentle kiss, then get out of the car. We walk into the cafe together, hand in hand, looking like the most normal couple in the world. We take a seat and order a couple of toasted sandwiches and drinks, then make pleasant, comfortable small talk together until the food arrives. It’s delicious. We make little appreciative purrs and fall into a comfortable silence for a while.

Finally, Valerie says, “Are you sure, Ian?”

“About the sandwich? It’s delicious.”

“No, I mean… about me. I’m not exactly a spring chicken like the other girls. I might be fun for a while, but surely you’ll get bored of me or…”

Her eyes moisten. I get the sense that Valerie still has a few unresolved feelings from her jackass ex-husband. I reach over and take her hand in mine.

“I’m the one who should be worried, Val. This crazy little life of mine - it all came around by accident. All I wanted to do was help out a former student. She’s the one who took our relationship to the next level. She’s the one who taught me all the ways people can love one another. I’ll do absolutely everything I can for all of you in return for loving me. I’m just worried that I have nothing to offer you.”

She dabs a napkin at the corner of her eyes. “Just being with me is enough. I don’t want money, I don’t need a house, I already have a hobby that keeps me busy. What I need is companionship. In and out of the bedroom.”

“Deal.”

Our eyes linger on one another for a long moment. My heart swells like a balloon. Is it possible for a man to love so many different women with all his heart like this? It’s so wild and strange, yet it feels like the most natural thing in the world. Of course I love them all. I love Valerie, too. They all complete me in ways I didn’t know I was lacking.

After a gentle silence, I say, “So, I usually give the girls a key to my house and let them come and go as they please. But I think I want to do something else for you.”

“Different how?”

“In my backyard, there’s a fence separating our gardens. If you’d like, I’ll remove it. You can come and go whenever you want.”

“Ian, you…”

“Plus, that way, you can help me keep that lavender alive.”

She laughs. She says, “Let’s go and plant them.”

~ Valerie ~

I press the heel of my hand into the loose earth around the last lavender bush, my fingers sore and my gloves caked with soil. When I sit back on my heels and see the neat line of plants running the length of the fence, a line of soft green dotted with purple flowers that shimmer faintly in the late-afternoon sun, I feel something stir inside me that is equal parts pride and relief. Ian straightens beside me, brushing dirt from his palms, his hair damp with sweat, and when he smiles down at me, it is that same warm, unhurried smile that keeps undoing me in ways I don’t know how to explain.

“It looks good,” he says, simple as that, as though the lavender were already thriving, as though the fence between our yards had already disappeared.

I lean back on my heels, tugging off my gloves, and laugh softly, though it catches in my throat. “It looks better than good. And so does the offer behind it. Do you know how irresistible it is to think about walking across this space and knowing there’s no barrier between us?”

He doesn’t laugh, doesn’t shrug the way some men might, doesn’t reduce it to something light. He just nods, as though he feels the weight of what I’m admitting. “Then there won’t be a barrier,” he says. “Not unless you want there to be.”

That kind of certainty should terrify me, but instead it makes my chest ache with the rawness of wanting. Still, I know myself well enough to resist the easy leap. “Ian, before I let myself call this home - or call myself part of whatever it is you’ve built - I need more than open borders. I need to look each of those women in the eye and hear from them what this life means, what you mean to them, and whether they truly want me to step inside. I can’t do it halfway. I can’t just guess.”

He studies me for a long moment, eyes narrowed not with judgment but with a patience that still surprises me. “You’re right,” he says finally. “And I think I know a way to make it easier. Let me send them to you, one at a time, in the order they came to me. Lorna first, then Teri, Jamie, Harper, and finally Rene. Each of them will spend a night at your house, so you can talk, laugh, cry, whatever you need to do, without the rest of us hovering. Then when it’s done, I’ll come to you myself.”

I blink at him, more startled by the generosity of the suggestion than the logistics. “You’d really do that?”

“I’d do anything that helps you feel convinced,” he says, brushing dirt from his forearm. “This works for me, too. They’ll love the chance to show you who they are without the noise of the group around them.”

I want to protest, to insist it’s too much, but instead I feel my throat tighten with something softer. Gratitude. Longing. The sense of being taken seriously in a way I can’t remember feeling since before my marriage fell apart. I whisper, “Then start with Lorna.”

~~~~

The first night, when Lorna knocks on my side door and steps into my kitchen with a bottle of red wine dangling from her hand and that confident grin that seems to announce she has already measured the room and found it to her liking, I remind myself to breathe. She looks around without apology, setting the wine on the counter and sliding into a chair as though we have known each other for years, not days.

“Nice place,” she says, her voice low and even, and then, almost without pause, “So. You want to know who I am to Ian, and what you are to us.”

Her bluntness makes me laugh despite myself, and some of the tension leaves my shoulders. I sit across from her, pouring two glasses of wine, and say, “I suppose that is what I want, though I didn’t think we’d get to it quite that fast.”

She raises her glass in a small salute. “Fast is better. No sense dragging it out.”

The conversation that follows is both easier and harder than I expected. Lorna tells me about being the first, about how she found herself in Ian’s orbit not because she was lost but because she was restless, because she wanted more than the smallness of the life she was living. She says she tested him, pushed him, tried to find the crack where he would crumble, and instead she found a man who bent without breaking, who gave without losing himself.

“Ian’s not perfect,” she says, her eyes holding mine over the rim of her glass, “but he makes space for all of us to be ourselves. That’s why I stay. That’s why I love him. And that’s why I’ll welcome you - because you seem like a woman who knows herself, even if you’re scared. We don’t need another rival. We need another ally.”

I want to tell her that I don’t feel like an ally yet, that I feel like an imposter, but the steadiness in her gaze makes me swallow the words. Instead, I admit, “I’ve been lonely a long time. It feels dangerous to want this much, this fast.”

“Wanting isn’t dangerous,” she says, leaning back in her chair with a small, knowing smile. “Pretending you don’t want? That’s dangerous. That’s how you shrink until there’s nothing left.”

Her words sit heavy in my chest, not in a painful way but in the way truth always does when it’s spoken without decoration.

Later, when the bottle is empty and the air is thick with the smell of lavender drifting in through the open window, Lorna follows me upstairs without hesitation. She undresses with the same lack of apology she brought into my kitchen, and when we lie in bed, she holds me with an ease that is neither tentative nor demanding. Her body is warm against mine, but what stays with me more than touch is the quiet strength of her presence.

We talk in the dark about Ian - how he laughs, how he cooks, how he falls asleep with a book on his chest - and then the conversation drifts to the future, to what it means to share a life without carving it into slices. At some point, her hand finds mine beneath the blanket, and we twine our fingers together, not as lovers marking territory but as women agreeing on something unspoken: that this can work, that there is enough room.

In the morning, she is gone before the sun is fully up, leaving behind a note on my kitchen counter written in quick, looping script: You belong more than you think.

I read it three times before I tuck it into my journal.

~~~~

Teri arrives in the late afternoon with a woven basket hooked over one arm and a smile that starts in her eyes before it reaches her mouth, the kind of smile you can smell from the porch because the basket is breathing cinnamon and butter and something bright like raspberries. Before I can say a word, she is already in my kitchen, setting things down on the counter, rinsing her hands at the sink, and asking for parchment as if she has done this a hundred times in a hundred kitchens and knows the drawers will tell her who I am, even if I don’t. I am used to people treating my kitchen like a showroom, careful and admiring, but Teri is the kind of woman who treats a kitchen like a living thing that needs to be warmed and used and fed, and within five minutes the oven is preheating, my flour canister has been moved to a more sensible spot, and I am wearing an apron I forgot I owned while she talks to me about the girls and about Ian and about how the simplest way to keep a complicated household from drifting is to keep something rising on the counter every day so there is always a reason for people to come home.

We talk as we sift and stir, the talk not small but not heavy either, more like a braid of stories in which the strands are work and love and the quiet pride she takes in being the one who notices when the laundry is done or the sugar is low. I confess that after my divorce, I taught myself to bake because the house felt less empty if it smelled like something sweet, though I never had anyone to feed but myself and the blog readers who pretended to taste through their screens, and she laughs at that and says the internet can’t lick a spoon but it can keep a woman from feeling like she is disappearing. When the first tray comes out, she doesn’t let me fuss with plating or crumbs; she simply breaks a pastry in half with her hands and pushes the larger piece into mine and says, Eat, and we stand at the counter, blowing on our fingers and eating with ridiculous noises because her food tastes so ridiculously good. When I tell her this, she turns away for a second as if the compliment is almost too much, then turns back and tells me that sometimes she worries her way of loving is easy to overlook because it looks like chores and lists and clean counters, and I tell her I know that fear down to the marrow because there is a kind of woman who gives and gives and then wonders why no one noticed she was the one holding everything together.

Night comes on quietly, blue and soft through the window, and she lets me wash the dishes while she dries, because even in generosity, she has a natural order. I take her upstairs, not because we have decided anything but because the day feels complete, and I want to see whether we can carry this ease into the dark, and she kicks off her shoes and folds her clothes without ceremony, not coy and not bold, just comfortable.

In bed, she is warm as a loaf just pulled from the oven, and when she tucks herself against my shoulder, I feel something like a chord resolve, a harmony I didn’t know was waiting for the note, and we talk in the hush about submission and control. Not as games, but as ways her body tells the truth her mouth sometimes can’t, how in the kitchen she leads and plans and commands the day and in bed she breathes easier when someone else says softer, slower, yes just like that, and although the night never tips into the frantic heat she can summon with the others, it glows steadily until we are both drowsy and sweet and sure, and in the morning she leaves a jar on my counter labeled lavender sugar in neat handwriting I will come to recognize across a room and texts me a heart from the sidewalk that somehow smells like cinnamon even through glass and distance.

~~~~

Jamie comes on a weekday, after the campus paper has eaten half her brain and caffeine has taken the rest hostage, her tote bag dropping open on my table with an avalanche of notebooks and highlighters. She looks at me with eyes that are both exhausted and on fire, and before I can offer her coffee, she is peppering me with questions about the business of writing, not romance or drama but rates and contracts and why one headline moves and another dies. I realize, as we talk, that I have missed this kind of conversation, the practical art of turning words into money without starving the words of their meaning. She asks and I answer, and then I ask and she answers, because underneath the speed, there is a young woman who wants to be taken seriously as a reporter and as a lover and as a person who lives in a house full of desire without being reduced to the youngest one. I tell her the thing I wish someone had told me at her age, which is that you can set the price and keep your soul if you know what you won’t sell, and you write the boundary down where you can see it when the email arrives with a number that makes your mouth water.

We order takeout because the idea of cooking bores her tonight and secretly delights me, and we eat on the floor, and she reads passages from an op-ed she’s fixing while I edit with a pencil and she watches my face as if I’m a live focus group. When I hand the page back, she closes her eyes as if I’ve just pressed a cool cloth to her forehead and says, it’s better, I can feel it, thank you for not being nice when nice would have been a lie. The intimacy that blooms between us is not the kind that rushes to take off clothes; it’s the kind that builds when two brains run alongside each other long enough that the bodies want to rest in the same place afterward.

When we climb into bed she sprawls with her notebook still in her hand and then laughs at herself and tucks it under the pillow as if the words might leak into our dreams, and I pull her close because she asks without asking, and she folds her face against my throat and sighs in a way that tells me I have answered a request she did not have to phrase. Sometime after midnight, when the house is dark and the street is quieter than my unstructured yet ordered thoughts, she whispers that she is scared of being everyone’s little sister forever. I tell her she can test out her voice on me whenever she wants, and I will not baby her. I will tell her when it sings and when it shrieks, and she laughs against my skin and says that is exactly why this household keeps growing, because the yes here is big but the no is honest. In the morning she is up before me taking a picture of the lavender through my window, the early light catching the silver on the leaves, and she posts it with a caption that pretends to be about urban pollinators but is really about choosing to stay, and when she kisses my cheek at the door, I’m so touched I feel my face color.

~~~~

Harper texts in the gentlest way, asking if tonight is still okay and whether she should bring anything besides herself, and I say yes and please and bring nothing. When she arrives in a soft sweater with her hair braided loose over one shoulder, she looks around my living room as if it is a museum of a life she has seen from the other side of a fence and now is allowed to walk inside. We make tea because coffee would drown her and wine would tip her, and we sit closely on the couch while she opens her sketchbook to show me quick pencil studies of hands and cats and, to my surprise, the curve of a woman’s hip in a T-shirt that looks suspiciously like mine. When I tease her, she blushes and says she needed to practice drawing a body that felt like home, and I am not sure whether she means mine or hers, or the amalgam we become when we lie down together.

With Harper, I move slower than I have moved with anyone in years, not because she is fragile - she is not; she is an adult with a spine of quiet iron - but because slowness allows the small things to shine, the way her breath changes when my palm learns the map of her shoulder blade. The way her eyes flutter when I kiss the soft space beneath her ear. The way her hand tightens on my wrist when she wants more and loosens when she wants me to wait, and because the first time we were together in that tangle of mouths and limbs at Ian’s I was carried by the tide and didn’t have to learn the current, but here in my bed with only the two of us the water is clearer and the strokes are ours to choose. We talk in murmurs between touches, about the shelter where she works and the dogs who love too hard because no one stayed, about the girls and how they tease and protect and push her, about the uneasy grace of being seen as the youngest when what she wants is to be seen as the most herself. I tell her that her quiet is not a deficit, it is a form of attention, and when she smiles, I feel something uncurl in my chest that has nothing to do with age and everything to do with connection.

When we finally undress, it is without ceremony, folded into kisses that lengthen and deepen and finally open into the kind of trust that is not loud but is absolute. I take my time because time is what I wanted all along, and because I want the moment she closes her eyes and says my name to feel like discovery rather than surprise, and she does and it’s everything. Her body arches into my hand and then softens around my mouth. She clutches my shoulder as if I were the thing that would keep her from floating away. I realize that the earlier night with the girls was my first lesson, and tonight is my first language, and it is tender and deliberate and made of breath as much as skin. After, she falls asleep half on top of me with her sketchbook open on the nightstand to a page where she has drawn, quickly and surely, a sprig of lavender.

When I wake, in the gray just before dawn, she is awake too, watching me with that small, luminous smile that makes me feel both younger and more certain. She whispers that she liked the way I took my time, and I whisper that I liked the way she asked without words, and we lie there sharing a blanket of quiet until the sun decides we have hoarded enough of the morning to ourselves.

By the time Harper leaves, after tea and toast and one last long hug in the doorway that would embarrass anyone who didn’t understand that patience can be a form of heat, I realize that the three nights have shifted something I could not have forced by thinking or planning. Lorna steadied the frame, Teri warmed the room, Jamie sharpened the language, and Harper taught me to breathe inside it. Now, even before Rene arrives with her storm and her sting and whatever truth we will hammer between us until it rings, I can feel the outline of a life that will make sense not because it matches anything I have known before but because it fits me as I am today.

~~~~

Rene arrives just after dusk with no basket and no bottle, only a knock that startles me and the briefest smile when I open the door. Before I can ask if she wants tea or wine, she is already scanning the room as if she’s mapping exits and sightlines, which is funny and a little thrilling because I realize I have been waiting for this particular conversation the way a musician waits for the audition that will either break them or tank their career. She doesn’t sit until I do, and when I choose the end of the couch near the window, she chooses the other end and swings one leg up, her body at an angle that reads at once relaxed and alert. The first thing she says, plain as a weather report, is, “You and I started out on the wrong foot.”

“I know,” I answer, surprised by how quickly the truth comes, because I have promised myself to stop pretending, and because I can still feel the echo of the day I watched her across Ian’s kitchen and mistook her poise for a claim. “I thought you were measuring me and waiting for me to come up short.”

She huffs a small laugh that is not cruel. “I was,” she says. “And I was measuring you against the wrong unit. Fighting for survival has a way of turning every new person into a test, but you don’t have to pass that test here.”

“I kept thinking I was too late,” I say, because this is the night for saying the things I only half-admitted to myself, “as if love were a bus that already left the stop and now all I can do is watch the taillights.”

“Love isn’t a bus," she replies, mimicking a headline with a flash of teeth, then softening as she leans a fraction closer. “It’s a station with trains going in every direction, and half the time we only figure out the timetable once we’re already on board.”

We let that sit while the lavender outside gives a little to the wind, tapping the glass with the dry sound of summer narrowing toward fall, and when I ask if she wants tea she nods, so I move to the kitchen and brew a pot while she walks slowly around the room in a way that is not snooping but something gentler, a cataloging of the life I’ve made for myself with cuttings and quilts and the kind of books that still smell like paper. When I return, she is standing by the shelves looking at a photo of me from five years ago, a woman still learning how to cope with my new reality.

“He told us to come to you," she says when we sit again, the cups on the table between us. “‘In order,’ he said, which is cute, because it makes him sound like an actuary of his own heart, but really he just wanted you to know there’s a sense of continuity in all of this, and that you can learn from it."

“I can feel it,” I say, because it’s true, because the others have laid the groundwork for Rene, and now here is the last bolt to fasten the frame, the one that knows how to hold weight without failing. “Tell me what you need from me to believe I’m not here to take something away from you.”

Rene takes a sip of tea and gives me a sidelong glance. “Honesty,” she says at last, then adds, “and speed, I suppose. I don’t do well with half-assed efforts or people. If you don’t want this, say so. If you do, say that. And if you change your mind, say that as soon as you’re sure.”

“I want this,” I say, my words unshy now that they’ve been asked for. “I want that house and the noise and the quiet and the absurd abundance of all of you, and I want to not apologize for wanting it.”

“Good,” she says. Then, with the smallest tilt of her head, she asks, “What scares you, if anything does?”

“That I’ll wind up needing you all too much,” I say, because this has always been the bone-deep fear. “And that someone will notice and call me out, like a thief in the night.”

Rene nods, quick and sure. “Needing isn’t theft,” she says. “Keeping score is. We don’t do ledgers. We do calendars and consent and naps,” and the way she says it makes me laugh, which is exactly what she wants, which she admits with a small shrug. “I’m not the easiest woman,” she adds, and then she looks at me directly. “But I am the clearest. I’ll take you as you are if you take me that way.”

“I will,” I say, and she studies my face for a long breath, searching for the hairline crack, and when she doesn’t find it, she relaxes perceptibly. She reaches across the cushions and touches my wrist, not possessive and not tentative, just warm and heartfelt.

“I underestimated you,” she says, and the apology in it is elegant because it doesn’t pretend she was doing anything other than protecting herself. “I thought you’d want Ian as a prize. You want him as a person. That changes everything.”

“I underestimated you,” I answer, “because I thought your calm meant you never flinched,” and at that she actually smiles, a real one, the smile of someone who is tired of being the strongest one in the room and is delighted to be seen as a woman who sometimes wobbles and then keeps going.

The night does not become a contest or a performance; it becomes, instead, the slow braid of two histories lying side by side until the tension in both of them softens. There is a point at which she stands and crosses the little distance and takes my face in both hands and kisses me with a skill that is subtle rather than showy, and yes, we move together and yes, there is heat, but it is the kind that you trust to warm the room without setting the house on fire, and when we lie in the dark and listen to each other breathe she tells me, quietly, “I can be generous when I’m not scared," and I tell her, just as quietly, “I can be brave when I’m not alone," and we agree, without ceremony, to practice both.

In the morning, she ties her hair back at my sink with my cheap elastic, and before she leaves, she stands with her hand on the door and says, “Make me a promise, Val."

“Which one?"

“If you ever start shrinking, tell me. I’m good at spotting fakes; I should be good at spotting that, too."

“Deal," I say, and she nods like a coach whose player has finally learned to plant her feet, and then she’s gone, and the house is quiet and bright and waiting.

~~~~

When Ian comes that evening, he doesn’t bring keys or tools, only himself and a bag with a loaf of bread and two nectarines, which makes me laugh because it is exactly the right scale for a night like this, not a feast and not a bouquet, just food that requires a knife and the willingness to share. We stand at my counter, cutting slices while the last sunrays of the day angle across the tile.

“How did it go?” he asks.

“Really good.” I smile to emphasize my point.

He cocks an eyebrow. “All of it?”

“All of it.”

We eat bread and stone fruit over the sink like teenagers, and then we take our plates to the table because this is our version of candlelight, this table where so many parts of me have remembered how to sit in a chair and be welcomed.

“I told them I’d keep the visits going,” he says after a while, picking up the thread we’ve both been holding all week, “not on a schedule that grinds us down, just enough to keep the lines of communication between all of us open.”

“I’d like that,” I say, and I mean it, and then I add the piece I have been waiting to say to him, which is that I will come over, not just for dinners and laughter and the kind of afternoons that reek of sex, but for the mornings when someone needs an extra pair of hands and for the afternoons when the backyard looks like it’s perfect for sitting quietly with friends and lovers.

Then I add, “And for the nights, when the feel of you is a thing I have craved all day without realizing it.”

When I say all of this, he doesn’t grin and he doesn’t make a joke, he only reaches across the table and links our fingers and says, “Good,” in that low, even way that makes me feel steadier than any promise I’ve made to myself in years.

We talk then the way people talk when they know that talking is part of the intimacy, not the prologue to it, and there is more dialogue than there has ever been between us because we are writing our terms in the air where we can see them.

“You’ll tell me when it’s too much?"

“I will. You’ll tell me when you need your space?”

“I will. You’ll text me if you need me to come over just to sit and read where you can hear pages turn." I hesitate. “And the fence?"

“Gone," he says.

When we finally rise from the table, it’s not because the talking is done, it’s because the night has grown around us like a room added to a house we didn’t know we needed, and I take him upstairs and show him where his shirt can hang. We undress without drama, and we slide between sheets that smell like the day’s work and the faintest ghost of the perfume I no longer wear to pretend I’m someone else.

“Tell me something true that I haven’t heard yet,” I tell him softly.

“I was afraid of this, too,” he admits, and I laugh once, softly, because the admission is a gift and because a fear once recognized is already half conquered. He adds, “I was afraid there wouldn’t be enough of me.”

“There is enough and there is more,” and we kiss in a way that carries us toward what both of us already know will happen and toward what we are choosing not to rush, because yes, there is heat that hums low between us, but we also want the book to close on this note of steadiness, this decision not to write the scene as fireworks but as a hearth, the kind you can return to in winter without worrying that the house has burned down.

We lie there a long time, talking in gentle murmurs that dissolve into touches and then drift back into talk again. When the lamp finally goes out, the room does not become dark so much as it becomes ours, a space laced with lavender and the delicate sounds of two lives that have found a way to run alongside each other without one having to sprint to keep up.

My last thoughts before sleep closes my eyes are that the fence has already become a fading memory, that the line of plants we set into the earth is beginning its quiet work, and that in the morning there will be bread leftover and a yard to cross and a house that no longer feels like a mystery and a man beside me who will, when I touch his shoulder, turn toward me with the kind of smile that is not a promise of spectacle but an affirmation. Somewhere in the middle of those thoughts, I close my hand around his and he squeezes back, and the squeeze is as evocative as anything we have done tonight, and I think, happily, that the rest can wait until all the mornings to come.

~ Love Without Limits will continue Winter 2025~
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