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

~ Ian ~
I'm a man who's good at reading situations.
And this situation is simple: I have everything I need and no room for more.
But Aubry isn't asking for room.
She isn't asking for anything.
She just is — confident, magnetic, and completely unlike anyone who's come before.
Which is exactly the problem. 

~ Aubry ~
As a photographer, I've spent my life capturing moments other people miss.
So when I walk into Ian's world and see what's really going on there, I'm not shocked, I'm fascinated.
Jamie's my girl and always will be.
But there's a bigger story here.
And I've never been able to resist a story worth telling. 

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

Heavenly sweetness fills my mouth. I take my time, allowing each delicious sensation the chance to slowly flourish and spread in turn. Moments like this should be savored, not rushed. I circle my tongue in long, languid strokes, around that delicious, glazed bud in the center and soak up all the flavor. Wonderful, sugar-sweet goodness dances across my tongue and fills my mouth. I lean back into the kitchen chair and let out a contented sigh. “Gina, this is exquisite. Really beautiful. Easily the best cinnamon swirl I’ve ever tasted.”

She flushes in pride. “They’ve become my biggest seller. I have to keep one in the fridge for you or I won’t be able to bring it home.”

“I’m not surprised. They’re stunning.”

Harper passes a bowl of freshly-made cookies around the kitchen table. Each of the girls takes one in turn, but I pass. The cinnamon swirl was more than enough for me tonight. Laughter and conversation fills the air. Teri stands and starts gathering the plates. Val and Rene laugh over some shared joke. I sit back and watch them all, a smile on my face. Evenings like this make everything worthwhile. Sometimes it feels like this is my crowning achievement. Not the years I spent as a math professor. Not the company I built and sold for a fortune. Not even the amazing years I spent with my wife before she passed. No, the best thing I’ve done with my life is create this space, where all these young women can live, learn, laugh, and be safe together in a loving happy home.

We’re all sitting around the kitchen table together after yet another fabulous meal cooked by Teri. Everyone is talking with excitement about their respective days and all the things they did. Harper, Lorna, and Jamie discuss their college classes, hands gesturing in animated eagerness, eyes sparkling in giddy wonder. Meanwhile, Teri and Gina exchange pointers about being business owners and the learning that comes with it. I just sit here and listen to them all, finishing the last bite of this delicious cinnamon swirl, and let a feeling of pride swell my chest. Seven gorgeous, wonderful young women have entered my life and I’ve had the chance to help them all in different ways. Some, like Valerie, sought connection and companionship. Others, like Lorna and Gina, were facing true personal catastrophe. Look at them now.

My girls.

Truly, I love them all.

The evening progresses much as they all do. Teri removes the plates and stacks the dishwasher. We all know that she’ll refuse assistance, taking pride in her role as household manager, so we let her tidy the kitchen around us. The girls enjoy their conversations as the evening draws on. Then, one by one, they start checking their watches and noting the time. They begin to pair up and head to bed, pausing to give me a kiss on the way out.

A home like ours has no rules, no limits, and absolutely no equal. Even the wildest, most hedonistic vacation resort can’t compare to the lives we share within these four walls. Teri and Gina are the first to bid us farewell and head up to bed together, hand in hand. Being driven, motivated business owners, they’re usually awake before the rest of us. Gina heads to her bakery at the crack of dawn, while Teri likes to prepare a hearty household breakfast prior to her first cleaning client of the day. Rene, Lorna, and Harper are the next to bid goodnight, walking upstairs as a threesome. I am always amazed at how much these young women have changed since we first met, especially when it comes to Rene. She used to operate as a con artist, seeking out wealthy men, seducing them, and moving on with a stuffed bank account before her marks even knew what had happened. Now, she’s in a stable, loving home with everything she never knew was missing from her life. I even gave her a job, tracking down rare books and acting as a broker to add them to my ever-growing collection. Watching her interact with the other girls, with shy, sweet, young Harper in particular, is one of the things I love most. Yes, Rene seems to enjoy teasing and pushing Harper’s buttons, but she’s also stepped into the role of protector and carer. Lord help the man who is ever foolish enough to break Harper’s heart while Rene is around.

Val places a hand on my thigh. She says, “Ready for bed?” There’s a note in her voice that suggests she’s far from sleepy.

“Absolutely.” I return her warm smile. Then I gaze at the last remaining woman at the table, Jamie. She’s sitting on the other side, fingers dancing on the screen of her phone. “What about you, Jamie? Are you staying tonight or heading home?”

“Hmm?” Her eyes are fixed on the screen for a few more seconds, before her attention redirects to me. “Me? Oh, I’m good to stay - if you’ll have me?”

Val says, “As if you need to ask, Jamie. You know you always have a place here.”

“Thanks.” The younger woman gives a grateful smile. There’s a hint of tiredness in her eyes, but Jamie is not one to slow down or rest on her laurels. I’ve never known her to take her foot off the gas for longer than an hour or two. As an up-and-coming journalist student, she’s always working, thinking, planning, noting, or all of the above. “I really appreciate it. Sometimes it’s nice to have my own space, especially when I need to work, but to be honest, I find it really quiet at home.”

I nod to the phone in her hands. “Are you working on something?”

“Oh, this? No, I’m just messaging Aubry.”

That name rings a bell in the back of my mind. “Is that your photographer friend?”

“Yeah.” A warm smile lights up Jamie’s face. I know that the two women are close, but she’s been protective of Aubry since we were first introduced. “She’s almost finished working on the portraits she snapped of us all.”

Now I sit forward, eager for more. A few weeks ago, we had a little party to celebrate Harper getting into college and Jamie invited Aubry to take some photos to commemorate the occasion. Of course, that all slipped from my mind in the ensuing days while I was helping Gina with her struggling bakery. I say, “Fantastic, I can’t wait to see them.”

“Same here,” says Val. “I think we all looked pretty damn hot that day.”

Jamie chuckles. “Aubry says that she’s got a little more to do but hopes they’ll be ready tomorrow.”

“Great.” My hand squeezes Val’s thigh. “Tell her that I’m happy to pay whatever she wants to charge. And if it’s really good, I’ll throw in a healthy tip for her trouble.”

“I know you will.” Jamie smiles over her phone, then pauses. She hesitates, something that’s uncharacteristic for a woman as fearless and forthright as her. Even Val senses a change.

“What’s wrong?” she says.

“Aubry…” Another pause. “Ian, do you mind going to her gallery tomorrow to see the portraits?”

“Absolutely. No problem. Why do you ask?”

Jamie’s dark, intelligent eyes flick to her phone. “She’s offering to come here, but I think it might be better if you go to her instead.”

“Sure.”

“She, um, I haven’t really filled her in on things around here.” A hint of pink touches Jamie’s cheeks. Sometimes I forget that she’s still a young woman and not some fiery lifelong journalist. “I only hinted that I stay here with Lorna sometimes…”

Val and I exchange a look. Neither of us sees an issue. She says, “Is that a problem? She’s been here a couple of times already. Besides, we heard you two together a few weeks back.”

That brings a wicked glint to Jamie’s eyes. “Yeah, we have a thing. It’s pretty casual. But I haven’t told her all the ins and outs. I don’t really know how she would react, so I let her think whatever she wants to think. So it might be better if you go to her gallery tomorrow, if that’s okay?”

“No problem at all. And if you don’t want me to say anything, I won’t. I’ll treat your privacy like my own.”

“Great, thanks.” She tries to hide it, but we all note the sense of relief that flows out of her now. “So, the others have all gone upstairs. Is there room for one more with you guys?”

“Always.”

The three of us stand from the table and head up to my bedroom together. Despite her tiredness, Jamie gives both Val and I an effortless workout.

~ Aubry ~

“A little to the left, Paul,” I tell one of my employees at my gallery. I’ve got a new show opening tonight, and I’m a stickler for making sure everything’s perfect, which Paul knows, so he’s humoring me without making a fuss.

“Now?” he says as he keeps his eyes on the frame that he’s holding against the wall. “I’m starting to cramp up, boss.” He’s exaggerating, but I don’t want to cause him any undue pain, so I rein in my OCD and nod.

“Yeah, that’ll be fine,” I admit grudgingly. I’m sure it’s not exactly centered between the other pieces in the grouping, a study of migrants I shot last month in Detroit last summer. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

I walk to the back room of my gallery and look for the last piece that will fill out the grouping, a shot I love that shows three brown-skinned women sitting in a row, the first one and the last one blurred slightly, and the middle woman in clear focus. It’s a technique I love and one I probably use to excess, but I just love the effect and how it softens the impact of the difficult lives they’ve lived. I expect to sell a number of prints of that portrait tonight.

“Hey, babe,” I hear behind me and I turn to find Jamie Marin, my unofficial girlfriend, walking towards me from the main room. “Been here long?” she asks with a sly smile because she knows I didn’t come home last night.

“Funny,” I tell her as I wrap my arms around her. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

“You stole that line, didn’t you?” she laughs as she kisses my cheek. “I know I’ve heard it before.”

“Warren Zevon, may he rest in peace,” I tell her, knowing full well she won’t have a clue who I’m talking about.

“The 'Werewolves in London' guy?” she says, shattering my expectations. I give her a surprised look.

“It’s 'Werewolves of London', but I’m impressed, sweet cheeks.” I kiss her for real and she kisses me back, our tongues melding playfully and deliciously. “What brings you here so early?”

“I wanted to see how things are shaping up for your big night, silly.” She bats her gorgeous eyes at me and now I know she’s yanking my chain.

“Uh, huh,” I offer as I roll my eyes. “Don’t tell me you have another assignment for me.”

“No, that’s not it at all,” she says as if I’ve stolen her dog. “I wanted to let you know that Ian might be stopping by this afternoon to see the portrait you did for him.”

“For all of you, Jamie,” I tell her and she nods solemnly. “It’s ready to go, by the way.”

“I was hoping,” she says. “That’s why I told him to drop by.”

I give her a skeptical look, “Seriously?” I raise an eyebrow. She looks away and then down.

“I know, I know,” she protests weakly. “I’m still getting over…”

I cut her off, as we’ve been down this road before. “It’s fine, Jamie. I don’t mind at all.” I pull her close and kiss her again. She melts into my arms.

“I’ll get there,” she tells me and I believe her. She’s working through some things with the people she lives with, but it doesn’t bother me nearly as much as she thinks it does. Live your best life, is my motto. Not that I have a motto, really…

“Can I help with anything?” she asks, bringing us back to the tasks at hand. “I don’t have anywhere else to be today.”

This time I’m genuinely surprised. “You don’t have any deadlines to meet?” Jamie is the editor and chief editorial writer at the college newspaper, where she’s in charge and I’m a part-time photojournalist, mostly because she’s so much fun to work with and I always wanted to be a press photographer when I got my first camera as a young girl.

“I put tomorrow’s issue to bed an hour ago,” she says with evident pride. “I knew you’d be busy today and I want to help.”

“Just being here is help enough,” I tell her honestly, but I know that won’t be enough for her. “If you want to pitch in folding flyers, I know Ann can use some help.” Ann is my bookkeeper and all-around helper but her hands are almost crippled with arthritis so she always struggles with folding cardboard.

“I can do that,” she says as she looks around the back room. “But you do have the portrait here, right?”

“It’s here,” I tell her as I move another large print out of the way. She sees the finished portrait, all framed and ready to hang, for the first time and she takes a sudden breath. I love it when that happens, which is why I gravitated to making art instead of portraits or news.

“Oh, Aubry,” she gushes. “It’s beautiful.”

“You guys make quite a collection of good-looking people, Jamie,” I whisper as we take it in. I used my trusty old Leica that my grandfather gave me as a kid when he heard I was interested in photography. There’s no substitute for a real, honest-to-goodness camera, no matter how good iPhones get. And for large-format portraiture, nothing beats my Leica.

“We really do,” she says, clearly blown away by the print. I’m glad she likes it and I give her a little squeeze that makes her look at me with those gorgeous brown eyes of hers. I’ve never been one for monogamy, but Jamie has me rethinking my position on long-term relationships.

“What time is your sugar daddy dropping by?” I ask in all innocence. But when she gives me a look as if I kicked her dog, I laugh at her. Which doesn’t help.

“He’s not my sugar daddy, Aubry,” she tells me with more than a hint of anger. “It’s not like that at all.”

“Suit yourself, babe,” I respond lightly. “Doesn’t bother me in the least.” I’m mostly serious, but I don’t know how she puts up with a house full of women, not to mention the man himself, who didn’t seem like a pompous ass when I met him, but how could he not be? He collects stray women the way some people collect stray cats, but at least cats are independent as fuck. And although Jamie doesn’t seem any worse for her situation, I’m not sure I can say the same about all the women living in that knock-off Addams family mansion.

“Don’t be like that when he gets here, okay, Aubry?” she asks with a whine that makes my teeth hurt. I soothe her but I’m not making any promises.

“I’ll be good, girlfriend,” I assure her, not that she’s buying what I’m selling. But that’s fine. We’re so good these days, light and casual but with real passion when it counts. I’ve been with a lot of girls over the years, but there’s something about Jamie that really feels good and right and, dare I say it, permanent. Not that I’m going to propose to her, but she’s more than a fling, more than a girlfriend, even. I’m not sure what she is, but I really like her. A lot.

And speak of the devil, there he is now, the man himself. I walk towards him and smile.

“Hi, Ian.”
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~ Ian ~

The gallery is easier to find than I expected. Jamie’s instructions make perfect sense and I roll the car into a wide lot just outside the central downtown area of Ann Arbor. A carefully-hung series of letters are arranged above an awning over the entrance door, declaring the world ART GALLERY to the world. There are a few other properties and businesses sharing this lot, including a coffee house that smells sensational. I park the car and step out into the late afternoon sun. I take a moment to observe the art gallery up close for the first time. I’ve been past this building several times, but never gone inside. It’s an attractive-looking storefront, one that has seen an obvious amount of attention and care put into making it as eye-grabbing as possible. There are several large photographs displayed in the windows, all featuring attractive, smiling people. Fresh flowers are carefully arranged in pots along the windows. The door stands open, inviting any curious pedestrians to take a look inside. All in all, it’s a much nicer location than I was expecting. When one thinks of an art gallery, certain images come to mind. This place, however, has a specific kind of charm that strikes a chord inside me.

But before I go in, that coffee aroma is too tempting to pass up. I grab three drinks to go and step into the gallery clutching a cardboard tray. Jamie is there, in the center of a spacious room, next to a woman I’ve seen a couple of times in fleeting glimpses.

Aubry is undeniably striking. There are no two ways about it, she’s a stunning young woman. She has raven-black hair, piercing eyes, and a face brimming with youth and fierce pride. I’ve met her on two brief occasions before now, but this is the first time I’ve had the opportunity to really look at her. It’s easy to see why a girl like Jamie would be attracted to Aubry. She’s the type of woman who could bring anyone to their knees with a single look.

Jamie hears my footsteps and turns toward me with a smile and a nod. Aubry doesn’t wait for me to cross the room. Instead, she marches right up to me, her face set in a friendly smile, but her hard eyes searching me. She’s bold, forthright, and not afraid. I like her already.

“Hi, Ian.” She glances at the coffees in my grasp. I balance the try on one palm and extend the other hand. She shakes it. Her fingers are slim but strong and full of warmth.

“Hello, Aubry. Nice to meet you. Properly, I mean. Are drinks allowed here? I should have asked before I bought them.”

“So long as the lid stays on, sure.”

I lift one of the cardboard cups and hand it to Jamie, who takes a place at Aubry’s side. “Black coffee. Two sugars.”

Jamie takes the drink with a grateful smile. “Man, I’m getting predictable.”

Aubry gives me a curious look. I nod to the remaining drinks in my hand and say, “I don’t know what you’d like, so I hedged my bets. A cappuccino and a hot chocolate.”

“What if I’m lactose intolerant?” There’s a hint of mischief in her eyes, as if she’s testing me.

“It’s a lactose-free cappuccino. And the hot chocolate is made with skimmed milk. Just in case.”

“Impressive.” Aubry takes the cappuccino. “I’m not lactose intolerant, but I appreciate the thought.”

“My pleasure.” I glance around the room. It’s nice and wide, with plenty of wall space. Currently, there are dozens of framed photographs taking up most of the room, each displaying a different subject. My eyes are immediately drawn to a portrait of three brown-skinned women standing in a harsh landscape. The central figure is in sharp contrast, while the two on the side are slightly out of focus, along with the background. It’s a photograph that catches the eyes and seizes the imagination. “You have quite the eye, Aubry.”

“Thanks.”

“Is this your gallery or are you renting it for a show?”

“It’s mine.” I detect a note of pride in Aubry’s voice. Her chest puffs an imperceptible fraction. “I’ve been running this gallery as a place to display my own work and promote local independent artists for a few years now.”

I purse my lips, genuinely impressed. My eyes roam the space. It’s larger than most small businesses - bigger than a florist, for instance - and in a decent area of town. I say, “That can’t run cheap.”

Aubry takes a sip of her cappuccino and looks me square in the eyes. I see defiance in her expression. Defiance and pride. “I can afford it.”

That surprises me. She looks young, maybe only a year or so older than Jamie, but younger than Rene. Easily half my age, at least. Aubry dresses well, choosing clothes that compliment her slender figure and accent that lovely frame, but I wouldn’t have guessed she had pockets deep enough to support running an entire art gallery by herself. I give an impressive whistle and gesture into the deeper parts of the space. “Covering all this must cost a few bucks. Do you make enough from selling your work?”

She gives a nonchalant shrug. “Enough to keep the lights on. But I don’t do this for the money. I’ve got enough to cover everything - so I’m not looking for a sugar daddy.”

The way she says that last part feels like a jab. Coupled with a slight, teasing smirk and the look in her eyes, I’d say that Aubry intended for that. I glance at Jamie. Her cheeks pinken. She mouths, I’m sorry.

Instead of taking the bait, I choose to remain cordial. We’ve only just met properly and I’d like to be friendly with this woman. After all, a friend of Jamie’s is a friend of mine. She’s allowed to think whatever she wants of me. It wasn’t so long ago that Jamie herself had a similar opinion of me and my home.

“You obviously have a keen eye.” I nod toward the framed portrait of three brown women on the wall, the beauty of human beings contrasted with the bleakness of their landscape, emphasized further with the cunning use of sharp focus. “I’m not surprised you’re doing well.”

“Well enough. But most of my money comes from other sources.” Her eyes never leave mine. I get the sense that I’m being sized up, challenged, assessed by this woman. She takes another sip of cappuccino. “I’m a trust fund baby.”

“Oh?” Now she has my attention. It never struck me that a woman like her would be one to have access to a large amount of financial backing. “Has that always been the case?”

“For the last few years. My parents set it up for me before they passed but I couldn’t access it until I turned twenty-one.”

I pause to drink while mulling over her words. “If you have access to enough money for all this, how come you’re in college?”

Aubry stands before me, feet firmly planted shoulder width apart, looking me square in the eye. There’s nothing overtly hostile in her manner or her expression, but she is definitely standing in opposition to me. She says, “I didn’t see the need when I graduated high school. I spent a couple of years wasting money, traveling, living like a party girl. But now I want to do something with my life. So I came to Ann Arbor, set up this gallery, and went back to college. That’s where I met Jamie.”

Her eyes shine a fraction when she says Jamie’s name. Suddenly it clicks in my mind. This is the reason for her standoffish attitude toward me. It makes sense. Aubry obviously cares about Jamie, and not just because they sometimes share the same bed. I sense the opportunity to try and quell Aubry’s fire.

“For the record, Aubry, I am absolutely not Jamie’s sugar daddy. I don’t pay her to do anything and I certainly don’t expect anything from her in return.”

“Hmm.” Aubry’s soft lips form a line. “I bet you’d say that about all the women living in your house.”

“Well… yes, actually.”

Jamie puts a hand on Aubry’s arm. “Be nice. Ian’s a good guy.”

“I’m sure he is,” Aubry says, talking to Jamie but looking at me. “I’m sure he’s a good guy to all the pretty, young women he gets in his bed. You’ll have to share Jamie with me.”

She’s trying to get under my skin. Unfortunately for her, I don’t fall for such easy bait. I offer my sweetest smile and say, “Jamie is her own woman. I don’t own her. She can come and go as she chooses. You’re free to think of me however you want, Aubry. All I care about is the happiness and safety of everyone in my house.”

A wrinkle appears at her brow. It seems that she did not expect me to shrug off her little attempts to goad me.

“Anyway, Aubry,” I cast my eyes around the gallery. “Can I see the portrait?”

“Sure.”

She walks deeper into the gallery, heading toward a room at the back. Jamie shoots me an apologetic glance, to which I shrug, letting her know it’s all good, no harm done. We follow Aubry through the gallery. I glance at the various framed photos and prints adorning the walls, some being carefully hung by a young man I’ve never seen before. The photos are all good. Some are excellent. She really does have a good eye.

In the back room, Aubry holds up a frame covered in cloth. She says, “Ready?”

“Ready.”

She removes the cloth. I see a framed photo and move closer to study it in more detail. It’s a simple picture, but the image is enough to move me. The subjects of the photo are my girls and I, standing together in the backyard with the house behind us. We’re all smiling happily, standing with our arms around each other. The girls look absolutely stunning, of course, all immaculate and beautiful. As I said, it’s a simple picture, but the content fills my heart with emotion. I can feel the love coming off our little group, almost exuding through the frame. This isn’t just a photo of myself and the young women who live with me; it’s a definitive record of my achievements on this spinning rock. I did this. I built this. Whatever we have together is because we created it.

“Th-thank you, Aubry.” I blink away genuine tears. “It’s perfect.”

~ Aubry ~

I’ve never been interested in portraiture as a profession, but seeing the look on Ian’s face as he looks at my photo of his “family’ reminds me why so many photographers gravitate to that kind of work. People are awash in photographs on the socials, so when they finally see their loved ones in a properly filmed and printed enhancement of reality, it blows their minds.

“How did you do this, Aubry? It was just an impromptu thing.” His mouth is literally gaping as he looks at me. “I mean, this is magical.”

“You and everyone else in the world have become so jaded about photos,” I tell him. “Screens the size of postage stamps are the worst way to view an image.”

“But didn’t you take this with a box camera?” he asks as his eyes drift back to the print.

I laugh. “You did not just refer to my Leica as a box, did you, Ian?”

“Oh, that’s right,” he says as he turns to me and colors slightly. “Now I remember it did have two lenses. I thought at the time I hadn’t seen a camera like that outside of movies in forever.”

“What’s more, it’s probably older than you are,” I tell him with an arched eyebrow that he notices. “It was my grandfather’s favorite.”

“So, you shot this on actual film?” he asks, clearly impressed, as am I. Not many people remember the old days, even those who grew up in them.

“I did,” I tell him. “Ektachrome 100, if you’re interested.”

“Oh, no,” he says quickly. “I’m not a shutterbug. The only reason I remember Kodachrome is because of the Paul Simon song.”

I shake my head. “Yeah, I was way young when they stopped making that, but I remember my grandfather going on and on about it.” I lean close and whisper, “To be honest, I think that’s what killed him.” He looks at me and I smile. “Just kidding.”

He smiles, but it’s clear he doesn’t know what to make of me. From the little that Jamie’s shared about him and his collection of strays and misfits, I’m not needy enough for him to dominate, something he’s obviously into.

“Now, don’t be like that, Aubry,” Jamie says, and I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her to me, a little too obviously, but I want to get the point across. She may live with Ian, but she’s mine.

“I’m just yanking his chain a little, babe,” I tell her while keeping my eye on Ian. He’s turned back to the portrait.

“Well, I’m not sure how you did this, but I’m blown away by your talent, Aubry. I can see why you love this art form.” He turns to me. “You have a darkroom, I presume?”

“You presume correctly, Ian,” I tell him as I hold on to Jamie. “Want to see it?”

“It’s here, in the gallery?”

“It’s in the back, not open to the public, of course. But I’m happy to give you a tour.”

“I’d love that.”

“Follow me, then.”

I lead him and Jamie to the back of the building where the magic happens. I unlock the door, flip on the lights, and can’t stop myself from grinning as he gushes and raves.

“Oh, so you did the print yourself?” he asks as he stares at my pride and joy, a Beseler 45V-XL enlarger, the one I used to make his print. “I thought you would have had to contracted it out at that size.”

“As Ansel Adams famously said, the print is the performance, the negative is just the score. I would never farm out my art, Ian.” He turns and looks at me, a combination of respect and wonder in his expression.

“I had a darkroom when I was in high school, but calling that converted closet a darkroom compared to this is like…I don’t know what?” He waves at the rows of chemicals and reams of paper as if he’s a kid in a candy store. “I envy you, Aubry.”

“Says the man with a dozen live-in girlfriends,” I snark, and immediately regret it when Jamie makes a noise.

“Come on, Aubry,” she says softly. “Can’t you just take a compliment for once?”

“Sorry, babe,” I whisper and side-eye Ian. “No offense intended.”

“None taken, Aubry,” he says with convincing sincerity. “I know from the outside looking in we must look like…I don’t know what. But it works for us, and that’s all that matters to me.” He looks at Jamie, not for approval but for confirmation, which she gives him.

“It really is lovely there,” Jamie says when she turns to me. “You shouldn’t be so judgmental, Aubry.”

“Far be it from me to judge, babe,” I tell her, mostly meaning it. “Live and let live, and all that.”

“Which reminds me,” Ian says, reaching into his back pocket. “How much do I owe you for the print?” He pulls out a checkbook and pen, flips it open, and looks at me. I have to laugh.

“Seriously, Ian? Who carries a checkbook around with them anymore? I thought those went out with Kodachrome.” He just stares at me with a lame grin on his admittedly handsome face. “Don’t you use Venmo or PayPal?”

“Old school, I’m afraid,” he says as he clicks the pen like someone out of a bygone era. “Name your price, Aubry.”

“It’s a gift, Ian,” I tell him, and his face drops. “I’m not going to charge you for a gift.”

“I insist,” he insists. “I want to pay you for your time and effort, not to mention materials. That frame is perfect.” He hovers the pen over his checkbook like a robber baron of olden times.

I stare at him. “So, generosity only goes one way in your world, is that it?” I tell him. “You’re cool to give your playthings a place to live and who knows what, but I can’t give you a simple gift without trashing your fragile male ego, Ian?”

His smile fades but he doesn't flinch. I stand my ground until Jamie touches my arm.

“Aubry, you’re embarrassing me,” she whispers, almost in tears.

“I just want to pay you for the work you did, Aubry,” Ian says with a tight smile. “It’s nothing more than that.”

“I didn’t expect you to pay me for something I did for Jamie,” I tell him, my resolve weakening. “I really just wanted to give y’all something to commemorate that night.”

He nods and closes his checkbook. “Tell you what. Come to dinner tomorrow night and you can present it to all of us.”

I hesitate, wondering if he’s got something else in mind.

Jamie tugs at me. “Would that work, Aubry?”

“Sure.”


3

~ Ian ~

Perhaps it’s just me, but there is a palpable crackle of anticipation in the kitchen tonight. Teri busies herself with final preparations around the table, while Gina works in concentrated silence on a complex-looking dessert that mixes various pastries and jams and creams. Meanwhile, Harper sweeps the already-clean floors and Val strolls the house with a spray bottle of pine-scented air freshener, firing off little spritzes and sniffing with a smile on her face.

I can’t quite pin down the reason for the feeling of anticipation. After all, we eat together as a group every single day, so it’s not that. We’ve invited plenty of people into our home in the past, so it’s not that, either. Maybe it’s because we’re about to open our home to yet another young woman, but unlike all the others, she wants nothing from me and there’s nothing I feel urged to give her in support. How curious it is to meet a new woman and not have the desire to drop everything and make her life better. Perhaps that’s the main reason why I decided to wear my nicest shirt for this meal - it feels like an interview, a formal interaction, rather than a casual dinner.

Aubry is a tricky woman to pin down. She’s smart, talented, quick-witted, and - yes, obviously - beautiful, but she seems content to keep me at arm’s length. On the one hand, I fully understand that. She seems fairly invested in a casual relationship with Jamie and, while maybe not fully resenting me for my role in Jamie’s life, she definitely made it clear that she expects certain boundaries.

Tonight, then, is a chance to put to bed any of her doubts, worries, concerns or whatever troubles she has about me, the house, and my live-in lovers. Yes, that’s probably the reason for my rippling nervous energy this evening. I want this to go smoothly. Not because I need Aubry’s approval or her understanding. After all, she doesn’t need my help, support, or my home. It’s more that I want her to understand how Jamie lives and that I play absolutely no role in making decisions that impact Jamie’s way of life. Tonight is more for Jamie than it is for me. I want to keep her life free from complications as much as I can.

Rene strolls into the kitchen with a phone to her ear, talking in an eager, impassioned voice that I’ve rarely heard her use before. But the part that catches my eye is her choice of attire for dinner: a light, loose blouse with a generously, nay, a scandalously low neckline that highlights two of her best features. I drag my attention away from the danger zone and watch her face as she finishes an animated conversation.

“Really? You will? Gee, thank you so, so much! Great! I’ll call you later! Bye!” Everything about this interaction is so out of character that I can’t help staring at her as she ends the call. She feels my gaze and returns to her usual dry, sardonic self. “What are you staring at?”

“I was just wondering who you are and what you’ve done with Rene…”

She shoots me a look. “I was talking to a rare book collector. He gave me a lead on a possible first edition Tolstoy. Of course, if you’re not interested…”

I raise my hands in surrender. “Always. I didn’t mean anything by it, you know that.”

Rene laughs. She gives my ass a playful squeeze and says, “I know you don’t. Well, I’m starving. Are we eating yet?”

“Not yet,” Teri says, glancing through the oven door. “Any second now. As soon as our guest arrives, we can start.”

“Ah, yes, our guest.” There’s a hint of sarcasm in her voice. “You haven’t told us much about Aubry yet, Ian. What’s her story? No, wait, let me guess. She’s… a down-and-out pop singer trying to make a name for herself and needs a place to live while she finishes her album?”

Rene’s eyes sparkle. I know her well enough to understand that there’s no ill intent, this is just her sense of humor.

“Wrong on every count, Rene. I don’t know much about her, but I do know that she’s a twenty-something college student studying photography. She runs the gallery downtown and has a place to live.”

She gives a mock gasp and puts both hands on her chest. “Why, Ian! You mean to tell me that this woman isn’t another stray for you to round up?”

I can’t help giggling at her reaction. “No, not right now. But I’m thinking about offering your room…”

“Jackass.”

Lorna wanders into the room, slipping a gleaming earring into place. “Am I late? Is Aubry here?”

“Any minute now,” I say, glancing at the clock. It’s almost seven thirty. “Do you know much about her?”

She shrugs. “Not a whole lot. We don’t interact much. I see her hanging with Jamie sometimes or shooting photos around campus. She’s always pretty nice to me.”

Rene says, “I think Ian’s hoping to move her in by the weekend.”

Lorna cocks an eyebrow. I shake my head. “I just want to get to know Jamie’s friend.”

“All I know for sure,” Lorna says, with a smile, “is that Aubry is a lot more than just a friend.”

The front door clicks open and footsteps clatter down the hall. We hear the distant voice of Jamie as she calls out, “Hey! We’re here!”

Teri glances at the clock and beams in delight. “Right on time.”

Everyone gathers in the kitchen, all of us standing around the table waiting while Jamie and Aubry kick off their shoes and walk through the house. Aubry has a large square-shaped package wrapped in plain brown paper that she sets down against the wall.

“Welcome, Aubry.” I gesture to the table. “Take a seat, wherever you like.”

Aubry and Jamie sit together at the table. Everyone else takes a chair and we all sit, while Teri flits around, removing foil-covered trays from the oven and placing them along the table with steam and wonderful scents rising. My mouth is watering already.

“Pretty cosy,” Aubry says, looking around the table. “Is this a full house?”

Val peels the foil off the tray nearest her. She says, “Yes, this is everyone. All of us.”

“We might need a new table soon,” Harper says, “if we keep bringing home more guests.”

There’s a ripple of amusement around the table. Teri slips into the last remaining seat and we all begin dishing up food. Conversation and laughter flow easily between everyone. Once we’ve had a chance to enjoy some of the food, Val says to Aubry, “So, Ian tells us that you own the gallery in town?”

“Mmm, yeah.” Aubry pauses to chew a mouthful of delicious home cooking. “I’ve always kind of been a fan of art and I love having the chance to promote my own work. Plus, you know, I get to support other local artists. Just last week, I had a show for a painter who lives downtown and she sold a few dozen portraits.”

I’m nodding in approval as I eat. “That’s really great to hear, Aubry. I love that you’re using your platform as a way to support others. Weren’t you putting together a new exhibition when I saw the gallery yesterday?”

“I am. This one is my own art. Some of the photographs I’ve taken on my travels. The theme is women around the world.”

Rene says, “There’s a whole exhibition’s worth right here at this table.”

We all laugh. I let a thoughtful silence hang over me for a minute, then I say, “Is it possible to become a backer of your gallery, Aubry?”

A shadow crosses her face, that previous disapproval bubbling up to the surface. “You don’t have to do that. In fact, I won’t let you do it.”

Lorna giggles. “You should know ahead of time, he’s going to keep trying to find some way to contribute until you let him.”

“Oh, I’m getting a feel for it already.” She smiles, but there’s a strange edge to it. “You can offer as much as you want, Ian. But it’s not going to help you get in my pants.”

I can’t hide my shock. “That’s not at all what I want-”

“It won’t matter anyway.” She gives a smirk that reminds me of Rene in one of her playful moods. “Maybe I should set the record straight before there’s any further confusion. I’m flattered by the attention, but I prefer… the gentler sex.”

Aubry places her hand on Jamie’s. She fixes me with a look. Suddenly I get what she’s trying to tell me.

~ Aubry ~

The room goes silent, and everyone looks at me and then Ian. He’s got another goofy grin frozen in place before he shrugs one shoulder. “To each his own,” he adds with a forced laugh.

“I’m so glad you approve,” I snark. I don’t know why this man gets under my skin the way he does; he just does. I glance at Jamie, and she’s got tears ready to overflow her beautiful eyes, which is not what I had in mind, not at all.

“How did a college student manage to buy a gallery, Aubry?” the bleach blonde asks with an unkind tone. I look at her, and she’s smirking at me.

“My family is well-off,” I start, but then I leave it there. I shouldn’t have to explain myself to this crew.

“So, you’re a nepo?” she adds, and I’m just about ready to walk out.

“Rene,” Ian says in his best stern-daddy voice. “That’s no way to speak to our guest, especially one who is giving us such a wonderful gift.” He levels a look my way, and I nod as my temper cools.

“The photo she took at the party is really something,” Jamie adds with a catch in her voice. “Wait until you see it.”

“Don’t oversell it, babe,” I tell her, but I squeeze her hand. “It’s just a photo.”

“Nonsense,” Ian says. “It’s stunning.”

“The one you took at the party?” the oldest woman at the table asks. “I looked a fright that night.”

“You all looked fantastic,” Ian says. “But what Aubry did with the print is nothing short of amazing.”

“You’re too kind,” I tell him, careful to keep any trace of sarcasm out of my tone. I think.

“When can we see it?” one of the others asks, the young blonde.

“Let’s finish dinner first,” Ian says, and it’s all I can do not to roll my eyes.

“It’s fine, Ian,” one of the brunettes says. “The food will keep. We all want to see the photo.”

Ian looks around the table, and everyone nods. The bleach blonde stands up.

“Come on, Ian,” she says as she pushes her chair in and walks toward the living room. “Let’s see it.” The others follow her lead, and Ian makes a face and stands up as well. I look at Jamie, and she gives me a weak smile.

“Come on,” I tell her as I lead her into the living room. Everyone has already settled onto the sofas and chairs for the unveiling. I take the photo out of the wrapper and hold it with its back to the group. Their eyes are on me as I turn the frame around to reveal the photo.

“Oh, my god!” the youngest one practically shrieks. “That is just amazing!”

The others aren’t quite as enthusiastic as she, but all of them look very impressed, and they start talking at the same time.

“What did I tell you?” Ian says in a voice meant to quell the chatter, which I find so annoying. “Isn’t she incredible?”

“Aubry,” Jamie whispers. “Thank you so much for this.”

I lean over and kiss her. “My pleasure, babe.” She’s got tears running down her cheeks, the first time I can remember a reaction like that to my work.

The other girls are all talking at once, mostly to each other but also to Ian and me, saying how much they like the print and how good they all look in it. I can’t help noticing that, unlike so many others who mostly notice their own appearance in photographs, these women are falling all over themselves to compliment how the others look, how beautiful they are, and what a good job I did of capturing their beauty. It’s something I’ve never seen before, especially in a group of women. In my experience, girls have a strange tendency to try and cut each other down, rather than raise one another up.

“See, what did I tell you?” Ian asks the group, and they all turn to look at him. “I was blown away by this extraordinary work of art.” He beams as his eyes dart around the room.

“I can’t believe how beautiful you look, Harper,” one of the brunettes says to the young blonde who looks like she’s still in high school. Harper blushes hard, and everyone laughs while confirming the brunette’s assessment of her. She looks like she might burst into flames of embarrassment at any moment.

“We can’t thank you enough for this, Aubry,” the older brunette, who strikes me as Ian’s main squeeze, tells me. “We’re going to put it in Ian’s study so he can enjoy it.”

It always comes back to Ian, I think to myself. I glance at him, but he’s still staring at the photo.

He scratches his chin. “I think we should put it in the kitchen, seeing as we all spend the most time in there. No reason for me to keep it all to myself.”

I half expect the woman to curtsey to the master’s wishes, but she just smiles and nods at him. The others agree that the kitchen is where they can all enjoy it, and I have to admit, I’m pleased with the reception it’s getting.

“Shall we go back inside and finish eating?” the brunette suggests with a gentle nudge toward the door to the dining room. “I believe Gina has a special dessert for a special occasion.”

“Nooo…” Ian moans with a laugh as he wraps his arm around the woman I take to be Gina. “You’re going to make me fat with your desserts, woman.” She laughs, but it’s obvious she, too, is enamored with his praise and attention.

I lean close and whisper to Jamie, “Is it just me, or are you in a little bit of a cult here, babe?”

Sher turns and stares at me, clearly horrified.

“How can you say such a thing, Aubry?” she whispers back. Clearly, I’ve struck a nerve.

“Just sayin’,” I shrug as I wrap my arm around her waist to follow the crowd back to the decadence that awaits us. “No need to get your panties in a bunch.”

“It’s not like that,” the bleach blonde interjects out of nowhere. “I know it might seem that way, but you gotta understand Ian, Aubry,” she goes on. “He’s the real deal, and you can take it from me as someone who knows a fraud from the genuine article.”

“She’s right, Aubry,” Jamie says defensively. “Ian is a good man.”

“But he’s still a man, babe,” I tell her. “He’s still going to be what all men are.”

“What’s that?” the blonde asks.

I stop just before we get back to the dining room, and they both stop with me and wait for my answer. “He’s going to be a prick,” I whisper.

“That’s not fair,” Jamie almost whines.

“Not even close,” the blonde says with a touch of animosity.

I shrug. “It’s a fait accompli, not just a part of their anatomy.”

Jamie shakes her head. “You don’t know him.”

“I don’t need to, they’re all the same, babe. They can’t help it.”

We walk into the dining room, and the women are all talking about the photo. Ian is presiding over the group like a head of state or a cult leader. I’m not sure which would be worse.

“Wait until you try this cake, Aubry,” he says when he sees me. “It’s a specialty of Gina’s.”

I turn to her as she cuts a piece of cake and hands it to me on a plate. “Is yours the bakery that needed help the day of the party?”

“That’s the one,” she says with a bouncy smile as she hands me the dessert. I’m usually not much for sweets, but not to try it after such a buildup would be rude, and I’ve been skirting that line all night. So I take a bite and make a suitable fuss over how good it is.

Which isn’t hard because it’s damn good.

“Anything big going on at the school paper?” Ian asks as everyone digs into the baker’s dessert.

“Not much right now,” Jamie says in a small voice.

“That’s not true, babe,” I chide her, and she blushes hard without looking at me. I’m surprised she finds it hard to share good news with her so-called family. “Jamie was named Editor-in-Chief yesterday.”

“I thought you were the editor, Jamie?” one of the brunettes says. I really wish they would all wear nametags, at least for tonight.

“I was managing editor,” Jamie explains as the rest of the women congratulate her. “It’s not that big a deal, really.”

“That is so not true,” I tell her and them. “It’s a huge deal.”

“It is, Jamie,” Ian chimes in. “Don’t hide your accomplishments.”

“We should have another party to celebrate,” the young blonde says. “It’s only right.”

“I second the motion,” one of the brunettes adds. “And we can take another picture.”

“One’s enough,” Ian says in a low voice that everyone hears even though they’re all talking again. It’s another show of force and control by the man who, to my eyes, is pulling everyone’s strings.

“I’ve got a better idea,” I say to him. “Why don’t I do individual portraits? That way, I can at least learn everyone’s name.”
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~ Ian ~

We all tuck into Gina’s fabulous cake and the discussion turns to Aubry’s suggestion. To my delight, the girls embrace the idea of having professional, individual portraits and get swept up in the excitement of imagining how it might turn out.

“It might be like a school photograph,” Harper says, her youth and general life inexperience shining through. “I could get dressed up and look nice and sit like this. Aubry, do you tell people how to pose?”

Aubry puts down her fork. “I usually don’t when I’m taking pictures for my artwork, I like the natural experience of subjects under the lens. It’s been a while since I did real studio photography, but I can tell you how to sit and where to put your hands.”

“You have a studio?” Gina says, chiming in with obvious awe on her face. “I thought you had a gallery?”

“I have both.”

A smile lights up Aubry’s face, but it feels like she’s holding back on us. Almost as if she’s a little embarrassed of her inherited wealth and shy that she has access to that much money. Having a gallery is a heck of an accomplishment - a flex, as the kids might say - and now we’re learning that she has much more than just one place for her art. Aubry waves a hand and hurries to clarify.

“W-well, I call it a studio, really it’s a room in my house. I use it to study lighting, shot composition, stuff like that. Sometimes Jamie models for me.”

With that last part, Aubry recovers a little of her previous attitude, even throwing a sneaky glance in my direction. I understand what she’s trying to do. It’s meant as a challenge, a competition, a knowing assertion. She’s saying, Look, I can do things with Jamie, too. She means it to needle me, and it works, but not in the way she might expect. If anything, I’m starting to get frustrated that she believes we’re engaged in some kind of secret tug-of-war over Jamie’s soul. Have I not made it explicitly clear that Jamie is not mine to control?

Thankfully, nobody else at the table seems to notice. Gina picks up the conversation without hesitation and asks Jamie, “You never said you were a model in your spare time?”

She laughs at that, shaking her dark hair to try and set the record straight. “Model is a bit of an exaggeration. I mostly stand there and hold things up for the camera and wear costumes. All I really do is help out with Aubry’s college assignments. Nothing that exciting.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Val says, with a soft laugh. “I’ve always thought it would be rather glamorous to model for photographs like that.”

“It can be.” Aubry concedes with a small nod. “Sometimes. Very rarely. At least in front of the camera. The subject can be wearing gorgeous outfits and look all beautiful, meanwhile I’m lying in a puddle trying not to catch hypothermia, waiting for my assistant to throw a bucket of glitter in the air as soon as the sun comes out.”

That gets a collective laugh from around the table. Aubry flushes at the reaction, delighted to have amused everyone. Once the laughter subsides, Teri says, “How would it work?”

“How would what work?”

“Modeling, I mean. You know, if you wanted to do portraits for us. Which sounds like a lot of fun, by the way. I’ve never done anything like it, not since school photograph day, like Harper suggested.”

Aubry pauses, taking another bite of cake. I can’t blame her for wanting to enjoy more of Gina’s baking: it’s truly sensational. Aubry swallows and says, “To be honest, I usually go with whatever the client wants. It’s been a while since I did a full-on portrait shoot like that, but I like to go with the flow. If you want to do something a little stiff and straight-laced, like one of those school photos, then, yeah, sure, we can do that. But if I can make any suggestions, I always like to try to get to know the subject better and take more candid snaps. Less posing, more collaborating.”

I see thoughtful expressions from everyone at the table. Each of the girls is imagining herself as a professional model in some kind of glamorous photoshoot. I can see the reflection of camera bulbs in their glazed eyes and hear the distant snapping of lenses. Harper chews her bottom lip in thought.

And that silence is when Rene places her fork on the plate and leans forward. She forms a steeple with her slender fingers and allows a wicked smile to play over those sensual lips. I can already tell that she’s going to throw a curveball but even I am unprepared for what she says next.

“What if I want something more exciting than a standard photoshoot?”

Her eyes meet Aubry’s. I tense up without meaning to do so. Both Rene and Aubry are alpha type personalities and I fear a clash that might derail what has otherwise been a nice evening. Not everyone who meets Rene understands her provocative nature or barbed sense of humor.

“More exciting?” Aubry raises an eyebrow. “How do you mean?”

“I’m thinking something in the vein of… a boudoir shoot.”

A new ripple goes around the table. The girls are still picturing their own individual modeling sessions, but now they’re adding the additional sensual details of lace, ribbons, and stockings. All except for Harper, who frowns and says, “Boudoir?”

Aubry answers the question for everyone else. “A boudoir shoot is a more playful session. Slightly risque.”

“Naked?” Harper’s eyes almost pop out. Color rises in her cheeks. But where most young women might be shocked or horrified by such an idea, I see only eagerness in her face.

That makes Aubry laugh. “No, not naked. I mean, not unless you want to - it’s your shoot, right? No, most boudoir is suggestive. Think pin-ups and magazine spreads. Lingerie and draped sheets, that kind of thing.”

Lorna says, “Have you done that before, Aubry? Boudoir, I mean?”

“Not professionally.” Her eyes roam the table before settling on mine. “But I have taken some… let’s call them personal photos now and then.”

Rene shoots a look at Jamie, who throws up both hands and says, “Hey, don’t look at me! I only help with assignments!”

That gets another laugh. The girls finish up their desserts, and Teri starts taking plates away, clearing up around us with her usual effortless grace. Normally, the conversation might move along to the next topic, but everyone seems enchanted by the idea of having professionally-taken sexy photographs.

“I have some spicy underwear that I freaking love,” Lorna says. “It would be super fun to have that kind of photoshoot. I’ve never done one.”

“Me neither,” says Gina, with an excited sparkle in her eye. “I always wanted to, though.”

Aubry, caught in the middle, just shrugs. “Sure. If that’s what you want. I can do that, I’m no prude. In most cases, those kinds of shoots tend to be gifts for lovers.”

An introspective hush settles over the table. One by one, the girls turn their gaze in my direction. Teri says, “I don’t see the issue.”

Then Lorna joins in. “I think that’s kind of hot, actually.”

Val puts a hand on my thigh. “Would you like that, Ian? Special photos of us all?”

All eyes on me, but the ones I feel the most are Aubry’s. There’s a flicker of judgment in her gaze that doesn’t sit well with me. I gesture with my hands and say, “I won’t tell you what to do. But if you’re happy for me to see the results, I’ll never say no.”

A fresh of eagerness ripples around the table at the suggestion. I can see each of my girls mentally rummaging through their underwear drawers and closets, making assessments of the outfits they have and what they’d like to wear for such a shoot. Before anyone can get swept up in premature excitement, I look across the table at Aubry and say, “But I have one condition.”

Suspicion flickers across her eyes. “Sure. Name it.”

“You have to let me pay for these portraits.”

Apparently, she wasn’t expecting me to say that. Her suspicion morphs into surprised amusement. “Is that it? Fine. I’ll take you on as a client.”

Eager giddiness seizes the girls and they break off into pairs, enjoying animated discussions about what they might wear. Val turns to me and says, “You know, I have this sheer nightdress that always makes me feel like a fifties pinup. I’d love to wear that.”

“When?” Rene’s voice cuts through the babble. She meets Aubry’s eyes. “Sounds like we’re all in for a session with you. When do you want us?”

Aubry ponders for a few seconds as she runs through a mental list of her events. “Tomorrow evening? If you’re free, obviously.”

“Tomorrow evening.” Rene pats the table like a judge bringing down the gavel. “Done.”

The girls are all smiling with glee, practically humming with excitement. Fresh talks break out about what to wear, how to do their makeup, hairstyles, color schemes, poses - the works. Their enthusiasm is contagious and all I can do is smile. Gina is the first to rise from the table, wanting to go upstairs and find the right outfit before turning in for the night. The others follow her lead. Rene and Val enter a discussion about the difference between sultry and slutty that carries them all the way down the hall and up the stairs.

That small exodus leaves me in the kitchen with Aubry and Jamie. I get the sense that Aubry is still trying to figure out how this house works. She’ll be searching for that answer for a while. I still haven’t found it myself. All I know is that things work and I’m not going to screw around with it.

“You still have questions,” I say, meeting her eyes. “I’m an open book. Ask away.”

~ Aubry ~

I study Ian the way I study a subject before I raise the camera. You learn more in the ten seconds before the shot than you ever will through the lens. Ian Chandler sits at the head of his table, in his kitchen, in a house full of women who chose to be here, and there is not a single degree of tension in him. No performance. No calculation. Just a man waiting, with what I can only describe as genuine patience, for me to take my best shot.

So I do.

"Why?" I ask.

He tilts his head. "Why what?"

"Why any of it?" I gesture at the room around us. "You sold a company. You could be on a yacht somewhere with a rotating cast of throwaway twenty-somethings who don't even know your last name. Why this? Why a house full of people who need things from you?"

He's quiet for a moment. I respect that he doesn't rush to answer. Men who answer too quickly are either lying or not thinking.

"When my wife died, I was devastated," he says, "On the surface, I had everything I needed - the money, the freedom, the options…" A pause. "But I was the loneliest I'd ever been in my life."

Jamie is very still beside me.

"I didn't go looking for this," he goes on. "Lorna came first. Just someone who needed a hand. And somewhere in helping her, I remembered what it felt like to be useful. Not successful. Not wealthy. Useful." He shrugs one shoulder. "The rest followed naturally."

"That's a very neat and tidy story, but I don't much care for neat and tidy stories.”

He smiles, and it's not wounded or defensive. It's the smile of a man who expected exactly that response. "What would make it messier for you?"

"If it were true."

"It is true."

"People don't do things purely out of generosity, Ian."

He shakes his head. "I never said it was purely anything. I get something out of it; of course I do. Companionship. Love. A house that feels alive instead of empty." He meets my eyes. "I'm not a saint. I'm just a guy who figured out what he needed and was lucky enough that what he needed also happened to benefit the people around him."

"And the sex?"

He doesn't even blink. "Honestly? That was the part I was least prepared for. And the part I feel most cautious about."

"Cautious?"

He leans in. "These are young women. Most of them came to me at vulnerable points in their lives. The last thing any of them needed was a man taking advantage of that vulnerability. So yes, I’m cautious." He meets my eyes. "The physical part of our relationships developed slowly and on their terms, not mine. Every single time."

I look at Jamie. She nods, a small, almost invisible confirmation.

"And you expect me to believe," I say, "that a man surrounded by seven beautiful women exercises that kind of restraint out of pure nobility?"

"No," he says. "I exercised it out of respect. There's a difference. Noble implies I wanted credit for it. I just didn't want to be the kind of man who ruins something good by being selfish." He tilts his head slightly. "Is there a version of this story that I could tell you that you'd find convincing?"

"Probably not tonight," I admit.

He lifts his coffee cup. "Fair enough."

I lean back in my chair. The kitchen is quiet around us, the kind of quiet that only settles over a house when everyone in it is genuinely at rest. No television murmuring from upstairs, no footsteps in the hall. Just the three of us and the warm light and the faint smell of dessert still hanging in the air.

"What about Jamie?" I ask, and I feel her shift beside me, even as I keep my eyes on Ian. "She's different from the others, isn't she? She doesn't live here. She doesn't need rescuing. So what is she to you?"

He looks at Jamie then, and whatever passes between them is something I don't quite have a name for yet.

"Jamie is Jamie," he says simply. "Which I think you know better than anyone, Aubry."

He's deflecting, but he's deflecting with something true, which is harder to argue with than a straight answer. I do know Jamie. I know that she doesn't do anything she doesn't want to do, and that the idea of anyone maneuvering her into a situation she hasn't chosen for herself is frankly laughable. If anything, in most of her relationships, Jamie is the one doing the maneuvering.

"She worries about you," Ian says, and his voice drops just slightly. "She's been worried about what you'd think of all this. Of us. Of me."

I look at Jamie, who is staring at the table with a faint flush high on her cheeks.

"Is that true?" I ask her.

"Can we not do this right now?" she says, which is as good as a yes.

I reach under the table and find her hand.

The bottle of wine that Ian produces from somewhere is, of course, extremely good. He pours three glasses without asking whether we want any, which I might have found presumptuous an hour ago and now find oddly natural, which is an unsettling development I file away to think about later.

"Tell me about the portraits," he says. "Is tomorrow evening still good?"

"Tomorrow works." I turn the wine glass by its stem. "I'll need everyone one at a time, or in small groups. Not all seven at once, that's a cattle call, not a portrait session."

"Understood. I can coordinate the timing if that helps."

"It helps."

A comfortable silence settles over the table, and I become aware, with some annoyance, that I am comfortable. That the annoyance itself is fading at a rate I'd prefer to slow down. This kitchen is warm and smells good and the wine is excellent and the man sitting across from me has not said a single thing all night that I've been able to land a clean punch on.

It's infuriating.

"You're not what I expected," I tell him, and I mean it as a neutral observation, not a compliment.

He takes it exactly as intended. "You mentioned something along those lines at the gallery."

"I'm saying it again because it's still true and still bothering me."

He smiles into his wine. "What did you expect?"

"Honestly? Hugh Hefner in a cardigan."

Jamie makes a noise that is half-laugh, half-mortified groan. Ian's smile spreads into a genuinely amused one.

"I'll take it," he says. "That's probably a step up from what you were thinking at dinner."

"Marginally."

"I'll take marginally too."

I watch him over the rim of my glass. He's good-looking in that way that men get when they've grown entirely comfortable in themselves. It's the kind of thing I notice as a photographer: the way some people inhabit their own faces, and some are always slightly at war with them. Ian is firmly in the former category.

I put the glass down and stare at him.

He raises an eyebrow.

"You said you were an open book. I've been asking questions for forty-five minutes, and every answer you've given me has been the right one. So either you're the most self-aware man I've ever met, or you've had a lot of practice answering questions like mine. Which is it?"

He's quiet for a moment, and this time the quiet feels different. Less composed.

"Both, probably," he says.

"Who else has asked them?"

"Most of the women in this house asked some version of them. Rene asked harder ones." A pause. "My wife's sister asked the hardest ones of all, after Katie died. Wanted to know if I was going to fall apart or pull myself together." He turns the wine glass slowly. "I'm not sure I had a convincing answer for her, either."

It's the first thing he's said all night that sounds entirely unpolished, and it lands differently because of that.

"Did you fall apart?" I ask.

"For a while, yeah. I did." He says it without self-pity, which I appreciate more than I expected to. "Then Lorna nearly walked in front of my car, and I had something to do."

I look at Jamie again. She's watching Ian with that soft expression that has been worrying me all night, the one she almost never shows me, and something I've been holding tightly in my chest all evening loosens slightly, reluctantly, without my permission.

"For what it's worth," I say slowly, "and I want to be clear that this is not a full retraction…"

Ian puts a hand to his chest in mock solemnity. "Understood."

"... you are significantly less awful than I was prepared for."

"Aubry," Jamie says, only half laughing.

“What?” I ask her, but she turns to Ian.

"That's the nicest thing she's said to anyone in at least a month," Jamie says.

"I'll take it," he says.

It's past midnight. The wine bottle is empty, and at some point, the three of us have migrated from the formal posture of people having a conversation to the looser arrangement of people who have been talking long enough to forget to maintain appearances. Ian's elbows are on the table. I've got one leg tucked under me on the chair. Jamie has her head tilted against my shoulder.

"Can I ask you something?" Ian says.

"You said I could ask questions. You didn't say anything about yourself."

"True." A small smile. "Is that a no?"

I wave a hand.

"What are you actually afraid of finding out?"

The kitchen is very quiet.

I look at him across the table, this improbable man in his improbable house, and I am aware that it's a real question, not a challenge. He's not trying to get under my skin. He genuinely wants to know, the same way he seems to genuinely want to know most things.

"That it works," I tell him finally. "That this whole strange setup actually works and everyone in it is genuinely happy and there's nothing to be cynical about. Because if that's true…" I stop.

"If that's true?" he prompts, quietly.

"Then I've been doing a lot of unnecessary work tonight."

He laughs, a real one, and Jamie lifts her head off my shoulder and looks between us like she's not sure what just happened.

Ian stands and gathers the wine glasses, setting them in the sink with the ease of a man who cleans up after himself without thinking about it. He turns off the light above the stove, leaving only the one over the counter.

"Goodnight, Aubry." He says it simply, with no agenda in it, and heads toward the hallway.

"Goodnight," I respond.

I listen to his footsteps on the stairs. Then the house is quiet again, just Jamie and me in the kitchen with one last light on.

She turns to look at me. "Well?"

"Don't push it," I tell her.

But when she takes my hand and tilts her head toward the stairs, I follow her without a word.
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~ Ian ~

Val and Teri are waiting for me in bed. I close the door and get undressed. Val leans on one elbow - that classic pose of a sensual woman reclining at leisure - and says, “You survived the interrogation, I see?”

I give a soft laugh. “I think it went well. After a while, she stopped trying to provoke me. It’s hard to tell if she truly accepts this situation or that she’s content not to make a fuss for now. Maybe-”

My thought ends midsentence. I listen hard, pausing at the door. The unmistakable sound of soft feminine footsteps pads past the door and heads down the corridor. Not one set of footsteps, mind you, but two. Jamie’s and Aubry’s. I can’t help but smile. Aubry might not be fully on my “side”, so to speak, but she has at the very least accepted me, my background, and my living arrangements. There is no way she would even consider staying under this roof if she had any lingering doubts or concerns about me and my intentions.

Teri catches my delight. “Whatever you said to her, it must have worked, right?”

“Seems that way.”

I pause until I hear the distant click of a bedroom door further down the hall. My chest swells with pride. Sure, Aubry still harbors one or two reservations about the arrangement in this house and maybe she still doesn’t fully trust me - why would she? We’re still practically strangers - but at the very least, she’s comfortable enough to spend the night.

“Look at you.” Val laughs, a tinkling, delightful sound. “The cat who got the cream.”

“It’s a good feeling, can you blame me?”

“No. But I can ask how long you’re going to stand over there…” Val flips back the sheets to reveal that neither of them are wearing anything. “...when we’re waiting for you.”

What a sight. Val - elegant, gorgeous, sensual, experienced. Teri - young, petite, eager, enthusiastic. Two wonderful bodies utterly bare before me. A view that no man could ever refuse.

I kick off the rest of my clothes and join them under the sheets, the girls making space for me in the middle. Teri’s small hand grasps my manhood and caresses me to full hardness. Val kisses me, long and slow, lavishing my tongue with hers until I let out a soft groan brought on by Teri’s talented touch. Two warm, sensual bodies envelope me from either side. Val changes position to offer her breasts and I wrap my lips around those budding pink nipples. She smiles and moans in pleasure. Meanwhile, Teri lowers her head to my manhood and guides me into her mouth with exquisite tenderness. I groan into Val’s nipples.

The women operate separately but work as a single entity. Val concentrates on my face, my mouth, my vision. Teri’s attention is fixed on my rock-solid manhood. Val cradles me to her breasts and lets out a little moan of her own.

“All worked up tonight, aren’t we, Ian?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Is it us? Or do we have young Aubry to thank for this?”

“You.”

“Good answer.”

With that, Val sinks lower down the bed, until she’s side by side with Teri. Now the two women work in tandem, using soft, warm tongues, eager lips, and hungry mouths on my shaft. All I can do is lay here and groan at the sensation. I’ve long since learned not to try and assert myself or take control of situations like this. These women do whatever they want with me and I’m here for the ride.

Val and Teri glide up and down my length, base to tip, then back again. Their hot tongues make me tremble and groan. I’m pulsing and throbbing at their touch. But they don’t go overboard. They know exactly how to touch without pushing me too far and spoiling the fun before we get started.

Once my groaning reaches a suitable level of approval, Val leans back. She says, “Mind if I…?”

Teri nods, eager to let Val take over. It always amazes me how Teri loves to assert herself as the manager of the house, yet she so easily takes a submissive role in the bedroom. Val kisses Teri. She swings a leg over my lap and gets into position. Teri holds my manhood in place, pointing up toward that wonderfully soft, wet goal. Val sinks down over me and we let out a groan in unison. There is really nothing like that feeling of making the first entry, of pure skin to skin contact, gazing into a lover’s eyes and watching that smile spread over her lips.

We begin to roll together. Slowly. Gently. Rising and falling. Cresting and sinking. Hips locked together and moving like waves on the ocean. Her wonderful body moves above with incredible graceful and sensual skill. Val leans back and runs a hand through her hair, arching over me and letting out her soft, erotic groans of delight.

Teri, never one to be left out, kneels beside us. She puts her face to the most intense part of this display and begins to lap at the place where Val and I become one. The two of us can feel that soft, exploring tongue on our most sensitive areas. Teri’s insisting licking only increases our pleasure and makes this moment feel even more exciting. Val grabs Teri’s head with one hand, holding her in place. Her rolling hips and gentle bouncing grow more insistent with Teri heightening our fun. Val isn’t naturally a dominant woman, but she’s a fast learner and knows what Teri likes.

Together, the three of us move with intense purpose and burning need. Teri and I bring Val to a thunderous orgasm, letting her climax as long and loud as she needs, her body shuddering and her pussy gripping me like a fist.

“Good God,” Val says, breathless, as she returns to earth. “Oh my…”

We give her a moment to recover and change positions. Val reclines on the bed and Teri climbs on top, their hungry mouths finding each other once again, leaving me in the perfect position to access both of them from the other end. First, I slide back inside Val, enjoying that blissful post-climax heat and the way she trembles against my manhood. She moans into Teri’s mouth, their kiss growing more urgent. Then I slowly ease out of Val and turn my attention to Teri. Her tight, young pussy accepts me with delightful eagerness. She doesn’t break off her kiss with Val, even as I start to drive my hips back and forth in long, firm strokes. Those serene muffled moans of feminine approval fill the air, spurring me on, making Val even more excited. Her fingers glide south and she begins to tease Teri’s tender little clit while I piston back and forth with furious purpose. Val grabs Teri by the throat with the other hand. Between the two of us, we have full control of that submissive young body and - judging from the endless moans coming out of Teri’s mouth - she’s loving it.

Our pleasure reaches the inevitable crescendo. Val pushes Teri back against me, allowing my aching cock to bottom out inside that tight pussy. Teri moans, gasps, and climaxes in a continuous rolling barrage of rapture. Her squeezing, clenching, convulsing tunnel brings me to the end - and beyond. I erupt inside Teri like a geyser, my cock pulsing and pumping a river of warmth into her. She groans in bliss.

Before my climax comes to an end, I quickly shift back to Val and ensure she gets to experience the same delight. She accepts my gift with an eager sigh, her tunnel squeezing in just the right way to milk me of every drop.

Then, finally, the three of us fall into bed, satisfied. The women embrace me from either side, heads on my chest. I say, “You both had some extra fire tonight. Was it something I said?”

Val giggles. I love the way she laughs like that. It’s such a fun, naughty sound. “I’ve been all warmed up ever since the idea of a boudoir shoot got mentioned. I can’t wait for tomorrow…”

Most men with my level of wealth entertain themselves with luxury sports cars. But my needs are a heck of a lot simpler these days. With the number of girls now living at my house, I’ve upgraded to a minivan to drive everybody around at once. I’m closer to a soccer mom than a wealthy lothario but, to be honest, this is where I’m happiest. Only Jamie is absent from our little group outing this evening, preferring to head straight to the studio from college and help Aubry set up for the shoot.

The girls chatter with excitement on our short drive around Ann Arbor. They’ve been buzzing all day, and as soon as they each returned home from work, college, or other chores, they threw themselves into the fun task of getting ready for a photoshoot. Every last one of them looks drop-dead gorgeous, brimming with vitality, glowing with beauty, and their makeup is stunning. If they weren’t students, bakers, caretakers, or gardeners, they could easily be models. Seeing them look so damned beautiful and flawless like this makes me feel ten years older than I am, but it’s a price well worth paying for the privilege of driving them to the studio.

With the exception of Rene, each of the girls wears a loose, comfortable outfit that can be easily removed and reworn without any effort. Some of them have travel bags containing their chosen clothing for the shoot. Rene, never one to follow the group mentality, is wearing a long, light coat and a smile that leaves much to the imagination.

Aubry’s studio is a short distance from her gallery in a small residential area just off the main downtown roads. It’s close enough to all the action that travel isn’t a problem and far enough away that none of the noise can reach. Her home is a charming two-story affair halfway along a sleepy suburban road, complete with trees lining the wide sidewalks and even a middle-aged man washing his car in the drive.

I roll the minivan to a stop outside Aubry’s house and the girls hop out, practically giddy in their excited chatter. They’re making jokes about how to out-do each other and the idea of pulling faces behind the camera as a distraction and even I’m getting swept up in the excitement. Everyone falls into line behind me and we walk up the path to Aubry’s front door and I ring the bell. Jamie opens after a short pause. She smiles. Like the others, she’s taken the time to get her appearance just right, with rich, blue eyeshadow and ruby red lipstick, although she’s wearing a tank top and loose slacks. She sees the girls behind me and steps back to let us into the house.

Everyone files inside. Jamie leads us through to the living room. It’s a good-sized space and well furnished, with a couple of small couches positioned at right angles along two walls. There are feminine touches here and there with the decor, but the room is definitely not designed to fit all these women. Jamie brings a couple of stools across from the kitchen island to add extra seating. I perch on one of the stools. Beside me, Harper immediately starts questioning Jamie.

“Have you already had your shoot? What was it like? Do I need to know anything?”

“Hey, whoa!” Jamie puts a hand on the younger girl’s shoulder. “Chill out, Harp. It’s gonna be fine. No, I haven’t done it yet. We’ve only just finished getting the room ready for you.”

The sound of all these eager voices brings Aubry into the room. She stands at the far end and assesses us, hands on her hips. Her camera hangs from a leather strap around her neck. She looks straight at me across the room and says, “I thought you weren’t going to bring everybody at once?”

All I can do is offer a weak shrug. “That’s what I said, but I was overruled. You try saying no to these ladies.”

Aubry swallows her irritation and slips into the role of professional photographer with incredible ease. “Fine. Not a problem. I have my studio ready in the spare bedroom upstairs. I’ll take you up there one at a time and we’ll do your shoots individually. If you want any other pictures, like pairs or a group, we’ll save that until the end. Take some time to think about how you want the pictures to look. Who’s ready to go first?”

At that, Rene gets to her feet. She unzips the coat and lets it fall to the floor in a heap, revealing that she’s only worn black and red lace lingerie underneath this whole time. The girls whoop and whistle in approval. Rene beams at the response.

“I’ve always wanted to do that,” she says.

“All right,” Aubry says, unable to hide her own smile. “Let’s get started.”

~ Aubry ~

“Oh, this is perfect,” Rene says as I show her the set Jamie and I have been working on all afternoon. “Are you sure you don’t do this for a living?”

“I really don’t,” I tell her. I’m about to explain why I don’t make a living shooting softcore portrait porn when I catch myself. She doesn’t want or need me to rain on her parade, even if I’d like to. The fact that Ian brought his entire harem with him tonight has put me on edge, since I specifically told him not to bring them all at once. And that nonsense about being overwhelmed by the mob only makes it worse - like that man doesn’t have all of these women under his thumb.

“How do you want to do this?” Rene asks as she walks around the small, four-poster canopy bed, touching the sheer white curtains as she circles to the matching white vanity. “I’m a little underdressed for a Victorian shoot.” She waves dismissively at the dozen candles almost covering the vanity and nightstands.

“You look great,” I tell her, because it’s true. She’s easily the most daring of the women Ian has collected, something I still don’t quite understand. She looks as if she could eat any or all of them for lunch. “Just pick a spot and get comfortable.”

“You don’t mind if I keep my shoes on, do you?” she asks as she climbs onto the bed, too late for me to object. “They’re new, by the way, so they’re still in pristine shape.”

“I can see that,” I say. “Louboutins?” I don’t need to ask - the shiny red soles don’t show any scuff marks. “I thought you all desperately needed Ian’s help.”

She smirks. “You’re still trying to find the hole in Ian’s story, aren’t you?” She climbs onto the bed and strikes a classic pinup-girl pose, her knees pulled up so the shoes are in the foreground. I shoot a barrage of images with my Nikon before switching to my Leica.

“I really don’t care, to be honest. Y’all seem happy enough.” I circle the bed, shooting as I go, and she’s almost professional in her ability to pose and preen for the shots as I move from angle to angle.

“I’m Rene, by the way,” she says with a hint of condescension. “It took me forever to learn all their names, so I’m sure you’re still hopelessly lost.”

“Thanks, I think.” I raise an eyebrow, and she laughs.

“I know, I know,” she adds as she turns away from me and then looks back over her shoulder. It’s a perfect angle to emphasize her sultry appeal, and she knows it. The woman is just short of being model-quality attractive, but she knows how to magnify her sex appeal without falling into pure camp. “It’s a lot all at once like this, I’ll be the first to admit.” She leans forward and lowers her eyes to give me a perfect come-hither look. “But here’s the thing, Aubry. Ian is for real, the girls are for real, even I’m for real for the first time in my life.”

I lower my camera. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She slides to the edge of the bed and stands on her three-inch heels, towering over me. “I don’t know if anyone told you my story, but it ain’t pretty. I was the worst of the worst, to be perfectly frank.”

“Meaning what, exactly?”

“I was a scammer, a fraud, a grifter, looking for a way to steal a bunch of Ian’s money when I introduced myself to him. I’d done it to countless men before him with no regrets and no remorse.” She gives me a sidelong look. “And Ian knew it when he invited me into his home. He knew what I was after, and he didn’t care. I’d never seen anything like it before, and I’m still not a hundred percent sure why he gave me his trust. But here I am, just the same.”

I stare at her. “Why is that, Rene? What’s your end game?”

She shrugs and sits again. “Your guess is as good as mine, Aubry. For the first time in my life, I’ve got no agenda, no ulterior motives. No plan. I’m just going with the flow because it’s an awesome life, let me tell you.” She looks away and shakes her head. “I know what it looks like from your perspective. I was right where you are now, not so long ago. And I was just as cynical and disbelieving about it all. Maybe twice as much as you are now.” She snorts a laugh. “I mean, come on, right? Nobody is that selfless, that noble.” She side-eyes me. “But he is. That’s the craziest thing about all of this. He’s just what he says he is.”

I nod without comment because I’m not sure what to say. Is she delusional? Has she bought into whatever it is that Ian is selling? Or is she trying to con me? It’s not like she doesn’t know I’ve got money, but she hasn’t hit on me, or even given me reason to believe she’s into women. So I just come right out and ask her.

“Are you sleeping with any of the girls, Rene, or just Ian?”

She smiles, but it’s not condescending or patronizing. Or maybe she’s just that good an actor. “I’ve slept with all of them, Aubry. Including Jamie, if you want me to be completely honest. That’s the other thing about our arrangement - it’s wide open. If I want to sleep alone, there are plenty of beds and no one will bother me or even ask if something’s wrong. But why would I do that? You’re a dyke, right? I don’t have to tell you about the infinitely varied and subtle pleasures of the gentler sex.” She stands again and runs her fingers through her hair. “I’ve never considered myself bisexual until I moved into Ian’s house. Now, I’m more than content to enjoy Ian’s company once in a while, no pressure, no neediness like most men, just a coming together when both parties are in the mood.” She laughs. “It’s so delightful to have absolutely no pressure in my life. It’s fucking amazing, to be perfectly honest.”

It’s my turn to nod and stare at my feet. “Thanks for sharing your story, Rene,” I whisper with a catch in my voice. “Send up whoever’s next.”

The rest of the individual sessions pass in a blur. I do learn everyone’s name - courtesy of a comment from Rene, I’m almost certain they’ve been told - as each person introduces themselves when they enter the room. No one is as forthcoming as Rene was, but I get a bit of a backstory from all of them about how they wound up under Ian’s roof. And everything else.

“He saved me,” the youngest among them, Harper, tells me. “I’m not saying I would have killed myself if Ian hadn’t rescued me, but I can’t say I wouldn’t have, either.”

“I’m sure I would have lost everything,” Gina says, giving me a shy smile while showing off a gorgeous lingerie set. “I was beside myself, and Ian just fixed everything.”

“I was so lonely,” the eldest among them, Valerie, says as she arranges her exquisite peignoir while posing demurely. “I literally invited myself over to meet the guy with the bevy of sweet young things living with him, and he didn’t bat an eye.”

“I had a crush on Ian for years,” Lorna, the first among equals, says with a self-deprecating laugh. “Can you imagine how I felt when he picked me up on the side of the road right after I’d been evicted?” I have to admit I had no idea. “It was beyond mortifying, but Ian pretended it was the most normal thing in the world. I still get chills when I think about it.”

By the time Jamie comes up for her session, I am almost numb from all the stories and wide-eyed performances. Could they all be delusional, or worse, deranged? Was this some huge cosmic joke Ian was somehow perpetrating on me, or was he actually the man they all made him out to be?

“What’s wrong?” Jamie asks when she unveils her costume. She wears a black lace babydoll with a vanishingly small G-string that shows off her body to great effect, leaving me dumbstruck. “You don’t like it?”

“I love it, babe,” I coo as I lead her to the bed and kiss her cheek as she sits. “I’m just a little worked up after all of this.”

“You didn’t mind that we all came together, did you?”

I sigh. “It’s exhausting, is all,” I tell her half-truthfully. “I’ve gotten the full court press on what a great guy Ian is all evening, and it’s just…a bit much.”

“But he’s a good man, Aubry,” she almost whines. “I know we go on and on sometimes, but…”

“It’s fine, babe,” I soothe her. “I’m sure he’s everything they say he is and then some.”

“It’s not just the others, Aubry,” she says with a frown that will either ruin or elevate the photos I’m getting of her. “I feel the same about him.”

“I know, babe, I know.” I grab the Leica and coax a smile from her to bring the session, now three hours long, to a merciful conclusion. “I’m just exhausted.”

“Oh,” she whispers, once again verging on tears. “Okay.”

I touch her chin and lift her face to look me in the eyes. “What is it, Jamie?”

“Well,” she bites her lip, and it looks fake, but I know she’s not capable of faking anything, so I go with it. “We were kinda hoping…”

“Oh, no…” I roll my eyes, but I force myself to laugh even if I’m not feeling nearly as cheerful as I’m trying to come across. “What?”

“We were wondering if we could get a group shot, like the one you did at the party.”

“Sure, babe.”
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~ Ian ~

I’m no stranger to the world of photoshoots. It’s a place where the cardinal rule seems to be “hurry up and wait”. Everyone rushes to get ready, line up, take positions, etc, and then… wait for their turn. I’ve been involved in many photo shoots while running my company in San Francisco. Once upon a time, it seemed like every week another tech, finance, or media outlet would send a journalist and a photographer to my company for an interview and a shoot. I’m well versed in sitting still for long, tedious minutes on end while someone adjusts locks of hair or pinches my jacket to make it look just right, all while trying to maintain my composure.

This, however, might be the first time I’ve ever gotten to enjoy the backstage area of such a scenario and, I have to say, it’s a million times better than being in front of the camera. Not just because I’m far more relaxed and at ease here on a comfortable chair, but I also have the fun of watching the excitement and anticipation of everyone else as they get ready.

From the moment Aubry and Rene disappear upstairs together, the living room is a buzzing hive of activity. Nobody else was daring enough to wear their chosen outfit halfway across town in a minivan, so I have a front-row seat to the awesome - and I mean that in the proper definition, in that I am filled with awe - sight of Lorna, Teri, Jamie, Harper, Val, and Gina getting completely undressed and slipping into the most spectacular underwear sets ever sewn. Seriously. All around me are tiny thongs, sultry bras, stockings, suspenders, high heels, and the utterly stunning women wearing them. Nobody is perturbed by my presence here and none of them shies away from stripping down and getting dressed again right before my eyes. In fact, they’re all chatting away and getting dressed in a giddy state as if I’m not in the room at all. It feels like I’m invisible inside the women’s locker room. My teenage self would burst into flame if he were here right now.

There’s an atmosphere of real, pure eagerness here. I have to remind myself that I never suggested any of this; it was all their idea. I’m just the one reaping the benefits of their desire for a fun photoshoot experience.

“Gosh, you look so pretty,” Val says, helping Harper with one of the clasps on her stockings. “Like a movie star.”

Harper flushes in delight, almost turning pink. “Aw, thank you! I love your outfit too. It’s so classy!”

For her photoshoot, Val has selected a silky one-piece nightdress that runs all the way to her upper thigh. It’s a soft purple color that complements her shining eyes and accentuates Val’s sensual figure. It’s long enough to hide that supple body but just short enough to be daring in all the right places. Harper is absolutely right with her praise - classy is the only suitable word. Val beams at the younger woman’s praise.

“Thank you, Harper, darling. You’re such a sweetheart. Honestly, I don’t think I would ever have the guts to do anything like this if it weren’t for all of you.”

The girls get dressed - if their various choices of lingerie, underwear, and pantie sets can truly be called dressed - and sit around the living room in a state of eager delight. I don’t see any signs of nervousness or even a vague hint of worry. Nevertheless, I feel compelled to set the record straight.

“Listen, ladies,” I say, looking around the room at all the supermodel-beautiful women. “I just want to say that if anyone has any second thoughts or doesn’t want to go through with this, nobody is going to make you.”

My words are intended to soothe and calm any lingering doubts, but Lorna immediately says what the rest of the girls are surely thinking. “Oh, shush, Ian. We’re here because we want to be. You know us all by now, right? You really think you could make us do anything we didn’t want to?”

I laugh at that. Lorna’s attention turns to Jamie, who is adjusting her black lace babydoll into place. She wears a matching black G-string beneath that so wispy I’m not even sure it truly exists. Lorna says, “So, what’s Aubry like as a photographer? Any tips to break the ice?”

Jamie gives a shrug. “Honestly, just be yourself. She’s not a fan of faking it. What she wants is to capture the real you, not the version you pretend to be.”

“Ooh, so profound.” Lorna gives a mock pout. She runs her hands over Jamie’s lace babydoll and helps smooth the material into position. “Have you had the pleasure of posing for her like this?”

“Not like this.” Jamie gestures to the vast array of sensual outfits on display in every part of the room. “All I’ve done is help with her assignments, but I don’t really think she needed me for that. She knows exactly what she’s doing.”

Gina joins the conversation, fiddling with a black lace collar around her throat. “Sounds like Aubry is really into you.”

Jamie’s cheeks pinken. “M-maybe, I don’t know. We just, you know, we hang out when I’m not with you guys.”

“Hang out?” Lorna gives Gina a cheeky smile. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

“Shut up…” But Jamie doesn’t seem all that upset.

“Aw,” Gina says, joining in with the good-natured ribbing. “You like this girl. You like-like her.”

“You guys suck.”

The three fall into fits of wild laughter that has me smiling along with them. Their good humor and simple happiness is infectious. I get a swell of pride in my chest, knowing that none of these young women would ever be interacting like this if it weren’t for me. I couldn’t be happier for them. Moments like this remind me of just how damned lucky I am to have found these young women and-

“What’re you smiling at?” Teri says, noticing my absent-minded grin from across the room. Her choice of attire for this shoot is a heart-pounding French Maid-inspired look, complete with stockings and gloves. Her question attracts the attention of the other girls and all eyes swing toward me.

“Was I smiling? I didn’t notice. Honestly, I was just thinking…” A lump forms in my throat. “I was thinking about how much I love you all and how lucky I am to be part of your lives.”

Val leans over my seat and drapes her arms around me. It’s impossible not to notice that her breasts are pressed against my face in this position, but neither of us is going to complain about it. She says, “You’re such a damned sweetheart, Ian.”

Before the mood can turn soft and soppy, Rene strolls back into the room with a big smile on her face and eyes that shine with erotic excitement. Everyone looks at her. She says, “That was fun. God, I feel so hot right now. Who’s next?”

Of course, they all want to have a turn, but they encourage Harper to go up. She blushes and gives a last nervous glance over her shoulder as she walks out of the room and heads upstairs to the studio. Rene strolls across the room with her confidence and sex appeal dialed up to eleven. The others immediately surrounded her with a barrage of questions.

“How did it go?”

“What was it like?”

“Did you do anything special?”

And so on. Rene answers almost every inquiry with a playful, “You’ll see when you get up there. Just be yourself.” That, naturally, gets a groan from the girls, but they let it slide. Rene sits beside me. I note that her cheeks are unusually flushed. She normally only has such a look when she’s enjoyed a powerful climax.

“I gather that you had a good time up there?” I say, affecting a casual air even though I’m just as eager for details as everyone else.

“Yes, I did. Our new friend is quite the talent.”

“She must be to get you worked up like this. I don’t think I’ve seen you so keyed up since… well, since you tried to pull a fast one on me.”

Rene turns those perceptive eyes in my direction and gives a wicked chuckle. “I guess that’s true. Something about letting out my inner animal just… Mmm. It’s got me all fired up. I hope nobody wants an early night tonight, that’s all I’m saying.”

She places a hand on my leg in such a way that I know one of us will be forced to tap out later. Probably me.

“What did she do to get you like this?” I’m so curious to know more. Short of going up there myself and sitting in the room - which I know Aubry won’t like - I’ll have to make do with scraping all the pieces together after the fact.

“Hmm. It’s hard to say exactly. Firstly, it’s hot as hell to get all dressed up like this, but it’s even sexier with somebody taking your photo when you feel so good. But Aubry has this way of talking and relaxing that gets you in the right frame of mind.”

“What did you talk about?” I notice that Jamie and Gina are listening in, every bit as curious as I am.

“Oh, this and that.” She offers a wicked smile. “She’s very interested in you, Ian.”

“Me?” I can’t hide my surprise. “What have I done?”

Rene laughs. She gestures to the room filled with erotically dressed young women. “Aside from all this? No, I think our Aubry is still trying to figure you out.”

“I see.” It’s a little disappointing that she is trying to get the measure of me, even after everything she’s already learned, but I guess that’s to be expected. A woman who has seen so much of the world has probably encountered a hundred men in similar positions to me and I guess that damn near all of them had some skeletons in their closets or dark sides or disturbing backgrounds. All I can do is keep being honest with her.

But then Rene squeezes my leg. She speaks in that low, careful tone she only uses when she’s sharing some inner truth. “I think she’s warming up to you, Ian. She probably won’t want to join our little group, but she also won’t stop Jamie from having fun with us.”

That makes my heart swell. It’s truly the best result I could hope for.

Rene continues. “Of course, there’s practically zero chance that Aubry is going to hop into bed with you. She’s committed to the fairer sex, as far as I can tell.”

I laugh again. “I never expected it for one minute.”

After some time, Harper returns to the fold and sends Teri up for her shoot. Like Rene, Harper seems flushed and excited in ways that mere words can’t describe. She’s almost giddy.

One by one, all the girls head upstairs and join Aubry in the studio. One by one, they all come back down with wide smiles and shining eyes. Finally, Jamie heads up. I glance at my watch. We’ve been here for hours already. No wonder Aubry wasn’t happy with me. But despite how long this entire session has taken, nobody seems tired in the least. It’s the complete opposite of any photoshoot experience I’ve ever had, where my patience thins to breaking point after maybe thirty minutes of posing and waiting. I can only conclude that this is Aubry’s doing.

Then Jamie returns to us. But she doesn’t walk back into the room and sit on the couch like the others. She pauses at the door and says, “Aubry says we can have our group picture now.”

~ Aubry ~

They come up the stairs in a loose, chattering group, all seven of them, and I have about four seconds to rearrange the furniture before the room is full. I pull the vanity stool out of the way and press my back against the wall with the Leica in my hands.

"Okay," I say, loud enough to cut through the noise. "Somebody tell me how you want to do this."

They look at each other, then at me, then back at each other. Classic. Eight people, zero plan.

"Together on the bed?" Lorna offers.

"There are eight of you," I point out.

"It's a four-poster," Rene says, with the air of someone who considers this a perfectly satisfying rebuttal.

I look at the bed. I look at the eight of them. I do the math and decide that arguing will take longer than just making it work, so I start moving people.

I put Val and Teri at the head of the bed, sitting up against the pillows. Lorna and Gina are positioned at the foot, Gina cross-legged, Lorna on her stomach with her chin in her hands. Rene, I let find her own spot because she will, regardless of what I tell her, and she settles herself against the left bedpost with her legs crossed and a smirk firmly in place. Harper perches on the edge of the mattress nearest the window, which puts the afternoon light behind her in a way I like.

That leaves Jamie, who is hovering near the door.

"Come on, babe," I tell her.

She squeezes in between Lorna and Gina at the foot of the bed, and the three of them immediately rearrange themselves without being asked, the way people do when they know each other's bodies well enough to fit together without thinking.

I notice that. I notice it the way I notice everything through the viewfinder, which is to say I file it away and keep shooting.

"What about Ian?" Harper says.

I lower the camera. "What about Ian?"

She tilts her head. "He should be in it."

I look at Jamie, who gives me the expression she uses when she thinks something is a good idea but knows I might not agree, which is a very specific look involving her eyebrows and a small tilt of her head.

"He's not dressed for it," I say, which is the most diplomatic version of the objection I have.

"He doesn't need to be dressed for it," Lorna says. "It's a group portrait, not a boudoir shoot."

"It's both," Rene says, to nobody in particular.

Ian is standing in the doorway, and I have not looked at him directly since the conversation took this turn, which I am aware is telling and choose to ignore. "I don't want to intrude," he says. "If Aubry would rather keep it to just you girls, I completely understand."

Which is, of course, the exact right thing to say. I am getting very tired of Ian saying the exact right thing.

"Get in the photo," I tell him.

He blinks. "Are you sure?"

"I'm sure I want to get this over with, yeah."

Lorna scoots sideways on the bed to make a gap at the center, and Ian sits on the edge of the mattress in his street clothes, which actually works because the contrast grounds the shot instead of making it look like he wandered in by mistake. Val puts her hand on his shoulder from behind and it looks completely natural, the way it probably is.

I step back until I hit the wall. I raise the Leica.

Through the viewfinder, I have eight people on a four-poster bed in a candlelit room, and for one moment before I press the shutter, they are all, every single one of them, looking at me, not at the camera but at me, and the expressions on their faces are so unguarded and warm and unperformed that my finger hesitates on the release.

I take the shot.

Then I take six more because that is what you do when you know you got it on the first frame but you are not ready to stop looking yet.

"Are we done?" Rene asks.

"We're done," I tell her.

It takes a while for the room to clear. They drift downstairs in twos and threes, the noise gradually moving away from me until the only sounds left are the ones a house makes on its own. I stay upstairs, sitting on the edge of the bed they all just vacated, the Leica in my lap.

I have shot in twenty-two countries. I have photographed famine and festivals and three separate elections and a Category 4 hurricane making landfall in the dark. I have sat in a ditch in the rain for four hours waiting for the right light to fall on a collapsed building in Croatia and I got the shot and it won a regional award that I keep in a drawer because I think awards for photographs of tragedies are a little ghoulish, if I'm being honest.

I know when I have something. I knew it the second I pressed the shutter.

What I am sitting here trying to figure out is what exactly it is that I have.

I can hear them downstairs, getting dressed, laughing about something. A burst of Harper's voice, high and bright, and then Lorna's laugh underneath it. The low register of Ian's voice, and then more laughter. It is the sound of a household at the end of an evening, comfortable and full, and I am sitting upstairs on an empty bed listening to it like a person standing outside a restaurant looking in a window.

I get up and start breaking down the lights.

I am wrapping the cord on the second softbox when I hear someone on the stairs. Not the quick, easy tread of Jamie or the deliberate click of Rene's Louboutins. A slower, heavier step. Ian appears in the doorway carrying two mugs, the way he carried the coffees into my gallery on that first afternoon, with the same particular ease of a person who is used to arriving places with something useful in their hands.

"Peace offering," he says, nodding at the mugs. "For inflicting all of us on you at once."

"You already apologized for that."

"That apology didn't come with coffee."

I take one of the mugs. It is, of course, a cappuccino. I do not say anything about this because there is nothing to say about it that would not sound like a concession.

He looks around the room. The bed is still rumpled from the shoot, the candles burned low on the nightstands, the white seamless paper backdrop scuffed and slightly crumpled at the base. He takes it in the same way he took in my gallery and my darkroom, with genuine attention, not politeness.

"You set all this up yourself?" he asks.

"Jamie helped."

"Still." He looks at the candles. "This is a lot of work for people you barely know."

"It's my job," I tell him, which is not entirely true since I specifically told him I don't do portrait work for a living, but he does not call me on it.

We stand there for a moment with our coffees. Downstairs, someone is laughing again and I hear the front door open and a brief cold draft finds its way up the stairs. The minivan engine turns over, then settles into an idle.

"What was it like?" Ian asks. "Shooting all of them?"

I think about how to answer that. "Your women are very easy to photograph," I tell him. "They don't perform for the camera. Most people perform. They either freeze up or they go too far the other way. Yours just..." I shrug. "They're just themselves."

"I know," he says, and the way he says it is so quietly proud that I look away.

"Rene is a natural," I say, to have something to say.

"Rene is a natural at everything she puts her mind to." He pauses. "She told me afterward that you were worth listening to, which from Rene is roughly equivalent to a standing ovation."

"She said that?"

"More or less. She said you were worth taking seriously, which amounts to the same thing."

I take a sip of the cappuccino. It is, predictably, excellent.

"The group shot is going to be good," I tell him. It comes out less guarded than I intended, and I do not try to walk it back. It is a true thing and there is no good reason to pretend otherwise.

He looks at me. "Yeah?"

"Yeah." I set the mug down and pick up the softbox cord again. "You should probably head down. They’ll wonder where you are."

"They know where I am," he says, which is so simply stated that I have no reasonable response to it. He straightens up and takes a sip from his mug. "Thank you for tonight, Aubry. I mean it."

"It was a good session," I tell him. "Even with the crowd."

The corner of his mouth lifts. "Even with the crowd." He heads for the door, then stops with one hand on the frame and looks back at me. Not at the room or the setup or the bed, but at me. "For what it's worth, what I said at the gallery still goes. Any friend of Jamie's."

He heads downstairs before I can figure out if I want to answer him.

I finish breaking down the lights. I carry the softboxes to the closet and stack them against the wall. I strip the seamless paper from the backdrop stand and roll it up and set it in the corner. I pull the candles off the nightstands one by one and pack them into the box I keep them in, and when the room is back to looking like a spare bedroom and not a photographer's studio, I carry the Leica and the two rolls of exposed film downstairs to the darkroom.

I load the first roll onto the developing reel in complete darkness, my hands working from muscle memory while my brain does something else entirely.

What I am thinking about is the viewfinder. Specifically, the moment just before I pressed the shutter on the group shot, when all eight of them were looking back at me with those open, unguarded faces, and what it felt like to be the one thing in the room that all of them were looking at together.

I clip the negatives to the drying line and hold the strip up to the safe light.

Even at that scale, even as a strip of tiny inverted images, I can see it. The bed, the candles, the eight of them fitted together without effort or arrangement. Ian in the center in his street clothes, completely at ease. And in every frame, all eight faces turned toward me.

I stand there for a long time, holding the strip of film up to the light.

It is the best thing I have made in years. Possibly one of the best things I have ever made.

I put the negatives back on the line, turn off the safe light, and go upstairs to find Jamie.
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~ Ian ~

We don’t see Aubry for several days, but we feel her presence as if she lingers like a scent around all of us. The girls can’t stop talking about her or how much fun they had pretending to be models. I try to correct them whenever they mention that last part - “You were models, there was no pretending about it” - but that only brings forth fresh gales of high-pitched giggles. Apparently, the very suggestion is hilarious to them, but I truly can’t think why. Naturally, they are all quick to compliment one another on how good they looked in their chosen outfits while blushing off any praise directed back at them. All I can do is tell each of them how stunning they were and how honored I was to be allowed to take part.

But this short-lived modeling experience has a second, completely unexpected side effect: an incredible increase in sexual appetites. If I thought they were insatiable before the photoshoot, I was sorely mistaken. It begins from the moment we bid Aubry and Jamie farewell and I drive the minivan back across town in the dimming lights and oncoming darkness. The chatter behind me fades within a few minutes, replaced but the sound of intense, breathless kissing. I glance into the rear view mirror - under most conditions a useless piece of clutter in a vehicle like this one - and glimpse the girls pairing up and making out. Behind me, those soft, delicate feminine bodies merge into one, but I only glimpse them as we drive past streetlights and a sudden glow illuminates the passionate frenzy unfolding in the van.

By some miracle, I force myself to concentrate on the road ahead and we make it home without incident. It’s not a long drive by any means, but, boy howdy, it’s one of the most intense I have ever made. I’m certain that if this minivan was a little larger, the girls would have found a way to progress from making out to a full-on display of affection, utterly unconcerned about being seen by anyone around.

The second I park the van and herd everyone back into the house, the atmosphere changes as if a switch has been flicked. Passionate kisses become sensual. Teasing caresses turn erotic. The playful, loving vibe morphs into something far more intense. Those little gasping groans become deeper, more lusty moans of desire. I lock the door and take off my jacket and hands immediately seize me.

“Hey, whoa! What’s going on?”

I get no response but I don’t need one. I can see it in their eyes. My girls have been revved up and raring to go for hours now. Lorna, Gina, Teri, Harper, Rene, and Val guide me to the living room, giggling with excitement. My weak protests fall on deaf ears. I wasn’t even really trying, to be honest. I let them walk me through the hallways and shove me on the couch. Gina and Teri seize my belt and unbuckle it with eager flicks of their skillful fingers. Lorna and Val begin unbuttoning my shirt, before getting frustrated and tugging until the buttons pop clean off. Rene stands over me with her smile, her damned, knowing, calculated smirk. She drops her coat to reveal that incredible lingerie set. She allows me roughly three seconds to fully enjoy the sight of her wonderful figure clad in lacy fabric before climbing onto the couch and mounting my face.

Well, what’s a fella to do?

I lick her. I grasp Rene’s thighs and hold her to me and I lick her incredible pussy with lust. I won’t lie; being surrounded by all of them in such sensual outfits has gotten my blood pumping, too. From the sweet taste and exquisite wetness of Rene’s slick folds, I can only assume that she’s been red-hot since getting into her lingerie, several hours before. I hear her moaning above me and lick, lick, lick, determined to show her the depth of my gratitude. Hell, I’ll give the same five-star service to every single one of them if they wish. I’m the one in their debt, not the other way around.

Hands caress my body. I am stripped naked. Shoes, socks, pants, shorts, all fall to the floor, removed and discarded by women I can’t see. My entire world is Rene’s molten-hot pussy spread across my mouth. All my concentration is on her and the incredible sounds of approval coming from her throat. She grinds into my lapping tongue, hips rolling with appreciation, body gently bucking above me. My tongue delves between her delicious folds and I swirl across each wonderful crevice, pausing to worship the pulsing throb of her aching clit. I am rewarded with a breathless gasp and a full-bodied shudder in return.

But then my attention is pulled away by one of the most wonderful sensations any man could possibly experience. A warm, soft tongue begins to lick at my rock-solid cock. Then a second tongue is added. Then a third. Three warm, soft tongues lapping at my stiff, throbbing shaft, each working independently yet all in tandem. Now I’m moaning in pleasure into Rene’s pussy, causing her to moan even more.

I have absolutely no idea who is doing what in any part of this room. I have no clue whose gentle tongues are currently flicking across my pulsing manhood right now. Just as it starts to feel too good and I’m in danger of losing myself to the blissful urgency of those warm mouths, I force my mind to concentrate on pleasuring Rene. It’s difficult to focus on her with those skilled tongues doing such good work but I hold firm and lap, lap, lap.

Rene climaxes above me. Her body spasms, pussy clenching, muscles tightening, then relaxing again. She moans in rapture. But she doesn’t get off my face. She adjusts her position, moving down a few inches. I see her smiling down at me before a second pussy blocks my view. I’d know that vagina anywhere. It belongs to Lorna. Now she’s sitting on my face, body turned toward Rene. I can only imagine what the two of them are doing above me right now. But all that matters to me is that I have both of their pussies in range of my mouth.

Tongues lap with furious intent; mine and the three flicking across my throbbing shaft. It becomes increasingly impossible to concentrate on the task of delving into Lorna’s tight, delicious pussy with those wonderful mouths lavishing me at such an intense rate. I'm moaning. They're moaning above me. Somewhere in the background, I hear yet more moans of wild agreement. The scene is more extraordinarily erotic than even the fantasies of the most fanciful porn producer. And it's my scene. My life.

What a fucking life.

Just when I think this moment can't get more incredible, it does. Of course it does. If there’s anything I've learned about these women, it's that they can always take a ten all the way up to eleven. A mouth suddenly encircles my cock and slides slowly, slowly, slowly all the way down to the base, swallowing me with immaculate skill. I let out the loudest moan of all. The mouth works up and down my throbbing shaft at a slow, sedate pace, bringing me to the cusp of ecstasy and holding me there for what feels like an eternity.

Then I erupt. I cum into that mouth and moan like a wild animal into the pussies above me, lapping in a frenzy even as I shudder and shake on the couch. It’s almost like I lose control of my senses from the overwhelming force of my orgasm. I hear giggles from the girls, loving my pleasure, but all I can do is cling to Rene and lick Lorna.

God only knows how long it lasts. But finally, eventually, Lorna and Rene climb off the couch and I look at Teri, Gina, and Harper crowded around my manhood. Teri, it seems, is the one responsible for my explosive climax. She eases herself away from my exhausted cock. Harper kisses her. Gina kisses her. They share my lust with equal delight. Lorna kneels before Val, who is standing, watching, enjoying the show. I breathe hard and fight to speak.

“I take it… you liked being photographed?”

They all laugh.

Their increased sex drives continue unabated for the next few days, until Jamie tells us that Aubry is ready to present her portraits. Once again, we find ourselves gathered in the kitchen waiting for the two women to arrive, but this time we’re not bothering to put on a meal or anything like that. The girls are giddy with excitement.

Jamie and Aubry arrive. They carry large fabric bags filled with canvas portraits. The giddiness in the kitchen reaches a fever pitch, and Aubry wastes no time in standing at the head of the table and showing her work. One by one, she extracts a printed portrait of my girls to a chorus of delight from everyone. Aubry tries to play it cool, but I can tell by the look on her face that our approval means the world to her. She starts with Rene’s portrait, a classic, sensual, seductive image of a reformed bad girl turned straight. Even Rene herself is stunned at the results. Next is Harper. Her picture is an exquisite, playful snap of a young girl in the prime of her life. Then Val, who has never looked more elegant, sensual, and erotic as she does in Aubry’s lens.

The show continues, with each portrait receiving enthusiastic praise from everyone at the table, until Aubry concludes with Jamie’s picture. Jamie has been captured with the same care and attention as everyone else, although my eyes note that Jamie’s expression on the canvas is just a touch more relaxed, but that’s to be expected.

And then, finally, Aubry shows us her final portrait. The group shot. She holds it to us and we all fall silent. Mouths hang open. Breath catches in throats. For a moment, the house is utterly still and silent. Aubry searches our faces. A wide smile slowly spreads across her lips. She’s delighted by our response.

I let out a breath and say, “Holy cow, Aubry. That’s perfect.”

That’s the only word to describe the photograph she’s captured of us all. The girls all look stunning in their naughty outfits, each of them surrounding me on the bed. I don’t look silly or out of place in my clothes, sitting in the middle of them. The smile on my face is big, wide, genuine. All the girls are looking at me, not at the camera, me. Each of them has wide eyes and beautiful smiles.

This picture is everything we’ve built together as a unit. This picture is the essence of our love, captured in perfect clarity.

Aubry beams. “I’m kinda proud of it myself. It turned out really good, don’t you think?”

That question snaps the girls out of their stunned silences and into a breathless torrent of effusive praise for Aubry’s skill with a camera. The girls stand and hug Aubry, who laughs at their reaction. I can’t help smiling at her delight. Only a few days ago, this woman was beyond suspicious of our living arrangements. Now she’s managed to capture the perfect image of us all together. My heart swells once more.

“I’m gonna hang this in my room!” Lorna says. She takes her portrait and dashes through the house. The others follow in her footsteps, taking their portraits upstairs. Even Jamie, although she lingers to give Aubry a long, grateful kiss first.

“I hope you don’t mind them knocking holes in the walls,” Aubry says, handing me the group shot.

“They can do whatever they want.” Now, up close, the portrait is even better. All the little details seem to bloom like flowers in a garden. Harper’s gleeful innocence. Lorna’s relaxed smile. Teri’s grateful expression. The way Jamie tilts her head. If I stare too long, I might be moved to tears. I put the portrait on the table. “Thank you, Aubry. You’re going to let me pay you this time, right?”

“Are you kidding? I used premium-quality canvases, you’re getting billed double.”

I laugh. She laughs with me. Finally, it seems like we’re seeing eye to eye. I say, “Thank you, Aubry. You really do have a hell of a talent, I can see why Jamie likes you.”

She brushes a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “I like Jamie too. And… between us, I don’t want to steal Jamie away. Maybe borrow her a few nights a week.”

“I’m never going to stop either of you or stand in the way of anyone’s happiness. I want you to think of my house as your own - if you want.”

Aubry blinks. The idea hadn’t occurred to her before. She looks around the kitchen with fresh eyes, maybe imagining herself joining us at this very table for a family meal. She gives a slow nod.

“I guess I could.”

“Well?” I look into Aubry’s vivid, perceptive eyes. “What’s it going to be?”

She thinks for a moment, clicking her tongue. “I have some conditions.”

That strikes me as a little unusual, but I decide to humor her. “Name them.”

“Number one. I’m not moving in. I have my own place and I like it. But I can stay over when the mood strikes.”

“Agreed.”

“Number two. You don’t owe me anything. I don’t want your money, I don’t need your money. No help, no support.”

“What if you change your mind later?”

Now it’s her turn to pause. “I’ll ask for it. Maybe. But right now, I have my studies, my career, my gallery - I’m not one of your damsels.”

“I would never think of you like that, Aubry, I swear.”

A look crosses her face. Maybe she expected me to say exactly what I’m saying. She’s quiet for a moment, so I prompt her by asking, “Is there anything else?”

A small nod. “As you know, I’m… a lesbian.”

“Known. Understood. Accepted.” Is she worried that I’m one of those crotchety old men who can’t tolerate the idea of a different sexual orientation? If so, she’s got me completely wrong. I’ve been a college professor most of my life. I’ve run a hugely successful tech company in California. I could probably shock her with stories of sexual nonconformity.

“What I mean is, I’m not going to be like the others in this house, okay? You and me, we’re never gonna… you know.” She makes a crude gesture with her fingers that makes me laugh. “But this is your house, so if we happen to be in the same room… Or even with the same girl. That’s okay. But that’s as far as it goes.”

“If you are comfortable with that, so am I. The last thing I want is for anyone to feel unwelcome.”

“Thank you.” Relief floods Aubry’s beautiful face. Not for the first time, I think how lucky Jamie is to have this wonderful woman in her life.

“Anything else?”

“That’s all I’ve got.”

“Really? I expected more.”

She grins. “I’ll think of some, I’m sure.”

“That can wait until the morning, Aubry. Right now, the girls are waiting for you upstairs. I think they want to show you how much they appreciate your artistic talents.”

~ Aubry ~

I look at Ian for a second. “Show me their appreciation?”

“Their words, not mine.”

“Right.” I pick up the empty canvas bags and fold them over my arm. “Is this where I find out what it’s like to live here?”

He shrugs one shoulder, and there is absolutely nothing guilty about it. “That’s entirely up to you, Aubry.”

I head for the stairs.

I can hear them up there before I reach the landing. Not loud, just present, the was this house always seems to be, full of some low, warm frequency I have never quite been able to put my finger on.

There’s a light under a door at the end of the hall. Jamie’s voice, then Lorna’s laugh, and then Harper saying something I can’t quite catch.

I knock.

“It’s open,” Jamie calls.

I push the door and walk into what must be Ian’s bedroom for the first time. My first thought is that’s it’s a very good room - large, warm, the kind of space that’s been lived in and cared for without being fussed over. Books on the nightstand, a reading lamp throwing amber light across the ceiling. And on the bed are all seven of them in various states of comfortable undress, arranged with a looseness that tells me nobody planned this and nobody needed to.

They all turn to look at me when I walk in.

“There she is,” Lorna says with a warm smile.

“We were starting to think Ian talked you out of it,” Rene snarks.

“Ian didn’t say much,” I tell her.

“That’s how he operates.” Rene shifts sideways to make room for me. “Come. Sit.”

I set the canvas bags on a chair by the door and cross the room to sit on the bed next to Rene. Jamie reaches across Lorna to take my hand, and just like that I’m part of whatever this is.

I look around at all of them. At Harper, who looks younger here than she did in front of my camera, which I wouldn’t have thought possible. At Gina, sitting cross-legged near the foot of the bed with her hair loose around her shoulders, looking more relaxed than she managed during her shoot. At Teri and Val, side by side against the headboard, sharing some quiet joke. At Lorna on my left and Rene on my right, both watching me with the patience of women who have been exactly where I am and are not going to rush me through it.

“Okay, I give up.”

“What does that mean?” Harper asks.

“It means you win. All of you.” I look at Jamie, who is biting down hard on a smile. “I’ve been looking for the catch since that first night I came to dinner. I sat in my darkroom for hours after the shoot and stared at the negatives, and I still couldn’t find it.” I look around again. “So, you win.”

Lorna laughs, warm and not at all smug. “We weren’t trying to win anything, Aubry.”

“I know you weren’t. That’s why you win.”

Jamie pulls my hand toward her. I lean back against the pillows and she kisses me, slow and easy, the way she always does, sensually and full of love. I kiss her back and I’m aware of the others around us on the bed, but it’s a warm, easy awareness with nothing sharp to it.

Then Lorna’s hand is in my hair. I break off the kiss with Jamie and turn to look at Lorna, and she’s just Lorna, smiling with that open, uncomplicated warmth she exudes everywhere. She leans in and kisses me, too. She kisses the way she laughs, easily and without reservations, and I find myself pulling her closer without having to decide to do it.

I’ve never been in a room like this. I’ve been with plenty of women in plenty of different contexts. But I’ve never been in a situation where the ease of it was so total, where nobody was performing, or posturing, or keeping score.

When Lorna finally leans back, it’s only because Gina has moved closer, and she tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear, and asks, very quietly, “Is this okay?”

“Yeah,” I tell her. “It’s okay.”

More than okay, though I don’t say it out loud.

Yet.

Gina kisses differently than Lorna - softer, more tentative at first, like she’s a little surprised to find herself here doing this, and then not tentative at all. Her hands are warm and sure, and she smells like whatever she’s been baking, and I find that detail unexpectedly charming. Jamie has one hand in the small of my back and is kissing my shoulder. I turn my head and find her mouth and the three of us find an easy rhythm together, unhurried and so sexy in a way I wasn’t quite prepared for.

I become aware that Val is watching from the headboard, not passively, not in the way an audience watches, but with the particular attention of a woman who is deciding something. Then she uncurls herself and moves down the bed with the slow elegance she seems to bring to everything. When she reaches me, she puts one hand on my cheek and tilts my face toward hers and kisses me with such unhurried, experienced certainty that I actually laugh against her mouth.

“Is something funny?” she asks, but she’s smiling.

“You’re good at that,” I tell her.

“I’ve been getting a lot of practice lately,” she says.

Teri appears on my other side. She’s quieter than the others in a physical sense, more precise in the way she moves, and when she runs her hands down my sides, it’s with a light touch that makes me draw a breath. She and Val work together without needing to talk, the way people do when they’ve spent enough time in close proximity to understand each other without words, and the result is that I stop keeping track of anything for a while.

Harper is the last. I would have guessed that she would hold back, and she does at first, watching from the foot of the bed with those wide eyes until Rene puts her hand on her arm and says something I don’t catch. Then Harper moves up the bed toward me with a determination that is entirely at odds with her air of innocence. She kisses me with surprising confidence and I kiss her back. She makes a small, satisfied sound against my mouth that makes Jamie laugh somewhere to my left.

Rene, for her part, conducts herself with the same self-possessed authority she brought to the photoshoot. She’s not the type to wait for an invitation. She settles beside me with an arm around my waist and her mouth at my throat and proceeds to do things with a singular focus and considerable expertise. I decide fairly quickly that whatever Rene puts her mind to, she’s indeed a natural.

The seven of us fill the room with warmth and the low sounds of women who are happy and unhurried and entirely at ease with one another, and I stop observing and stop cataloging and stop looking for the angle from which to shoot it and just let myself be in it. Which is not something I do easily or often. My grandfather used to say that the problem with photographers was that they were always on the wrong side of the lens, always watching the world instead of living in it. I told him that was the whole point. He told me I was full of it.

He was probably right.

I lose track of time. Not because anything is wrong but because nothing is requiring me to keep track of it, and that in itself is a thing I have not felt in longer than I can properly account for.

I’m aware, at some point, of the door opening. I look up and see that Ian stands in the doorway in the amber light from the hall, and I look at him, and he looks at me, and he makes no move to come in and no move to leave. He just stands there with his hand on the doorframe, and his expression is asking the question clearly enough without him having to say a word.

I have thought about this. Not recently, not in the last few minutes, but in the general sense, in the weeks since I set out my conditions at the kitchen table and told him it would never be him and me. I stand by that. I know what I am and what I want, and a man has not been part of that picture for a very long time and is not going to start being part of it tonight.

But this is his house. These are his women. And Ian Chandler has conducted himself, from the first afternoon in my gallery to tonight at the kitchen table, with a steadiness I have run out of ways to argue with. He did not push past my conditions. He did not try to negotiate them, find workarounds, or look for angles. He just accepted them the way he seems to accept most things, fully and without visible resentment, and moved on.

I look at Jamie. She tips her head toward the door, just slightly, which tells me everything I need to know about where she stands.

"Well," I say. "Are you going to stand in the doorway all night?"

He comes in.

He moves to the other side of the bed with the ease of a man who has done this many times, which of course he has, and the girls make room for him with that same unthinking fluency they showed at the photoshoot, bodies shifting and rearranging without fuss or ceremony. Val reaches for him first. I watch her hand find his arm and pull him down toward her and I see on her face the particular expression of a woman who is completely certain of her welcome, which she is, and which is a good thing to be. 

I watch Teri move toward him from the other side. She says something quietly into his ear and he laughs, low and genuine, and tucks a hand into her hair, and the two of them find each other with the comfort of long familiarity.

I observe all of this the way I observe things through a viewfinder. Not coldly, not from outside it, just with the particular awareness that is the only way I know how to look at anything. And what I see, watching Ian with these women who chose him and keep choosing him every day, is not what I expected to see when I walked into this house three weeks ago. I expected theater. I expected a man performing generosity as a means to an end, with the women performing gratitude in return, everyone playing their role and nobody being entirely honest about it.

What I see instead is just people. People who found each other and decided to stay, and who are easy in each other's company in the way that only comes from genuine affection and genuine time. Ian does not preside over this room. He is just in it, the same as everyone else, and the room is better for having him in it, and I am not going to tell him that tonight but I am not going to keep pretending I do not think it either.

He does not come near me. I did not expect him to, and he does not, and that is its own kind of confirmation. He understands the terms and he honors them without making a performance of honoring them, which is perhaps the thing about him I have found hardest to dismiss.

Rene catches my eye from across the bed. She raises an eyebrow the way she does when she thinks she has made a point, which she has, which I am also not going to tell her.

Jamie finds her way back to me the way she always eventually does. I wrap an arm around her and she tucks her head under my chin and I feel her breathing slow toward sleep. The room settles around us, the amber light warm on the ceiling, the sounds of the house going quiet the way it does when everyone in it is at rest.

I look up at the ceiling of this room that is not mine and probably never will be in any formal sense, and I think about the negatives hanging in my darkroom, drying in the dark. The group shot. All eight of them on the bed in the candlelit spare room, looking back at me through the viewfinder with those open, unguarded faces.

I think about what my grandfather would say if he could see me right now, lying in the dark in a room full of people who have somehow, through no real plan of mine, become something close to familiar.

He would say I finally got on the right side of the lens.

I think he would be right.

I do not tell anyone that. I just lie there in the warm dark with Jamie's hair across my arm and the steady sound of breathing all around me, and I let it be what it is, and for once in my life I do not look for the angle.

I close my eyes.
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