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

~ Ian ~

I'm back in my hometown after years away, celebrating the sale of my start-up and trying to get over a personal tragedy.

As I'm about to move into my dream home, I run into a former student I've never forgotten.

She's in trouble and needs help so I'm happy to lend her a hand.

But I feel good and cautious about it.

Because old habits die hard.

~ Lorna ~

On a day that started out bad and then got worse, I thought I'd hit rock bottom.

Clearly, I haven't got much of an imagination.

But as I'm walking away from everything,

I ran into my old professor.

The one I never forgot.

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

I’m standing outside my new home, just purchased and move-in ready. It’s a house I’ve long admired from a distance in a neighborhood I could only dream of when I lived here in a past life that feels like so long ago now. It’s a beautiful spring day in Ann Arbor, where I grew up, went to college and grad school, and taught for several years in the math department, the last few as the dean. I left to hide, from life, misery, and the death of my wife, Katie.

But that’s a story for another time.

Today is about moving forward even though in some respects, I’m coming home.

“Mr. Chandler?” my Realtor, Suellen Barkin asks as she walks up the path to the front door. My front door. “I brought your keys.”

“Thanks,” I tell her warmly as she hands the ring of keys to me. “I appreciate you closing for me and everything else you did, Suellen.”

“It was my first power of attorney closing,” she admitted shyly. “I’m such a newbie. I really appreciate you giving me the chance.”

“You did great, Suellen. I couldn’t be happier.” I’m tempted to kiss her cheek but I don’t want her to take it the wrong way, and I’m still completely socialized as a tenured professor at a major institution even though I’ve been gone almost five years now. I should be over it by now, the way the campus culture makes men feel like anything they do outside the impossibly high standards the school expects is a fireable offense but old habits die hard. Even for a relatively young man such as myself.

“I plan to use your name on my website, if that’s okay with you, Mr. Chandler,” she goes on. “I mean, now that you're a celebrity and all here in Ann Arbor.” She suddenly decides she should ask my permission to use my name and likeness. I can see it in her eyes. Horrified eyes.

“It’s okay, Suellen,” I console her. “No harm, no foul.” I almost reach out to pat her arm but I catch myself.

“Thank you, Mr. Chandler,” she says, obviously relieved. “Using you as a reference will almost be as valuable as my commission!” She almost shouts in her glee. I suppose I should tell her to ease up on the references to her firm’s commission, a cool thirty-five grand which she’ll get a part of. I’m sure I could find out how much she’ll get but I don’t care, not really. It’s a small world in the thriving metropolis of our state capitol which also hosts our premier institution of higher learning I ran into Suellen. She was disembarking from an Uber near my hotel and I remembered her from one of my classes when she was an undergrad. She always struggled and I remember being a little surprised and more than pleased when she graduated. As soon as I heard she was a new salesperson, I decided I had to give her my business. Especially since it was a layup deal – I knew exactly what I wanted and I had the money to get it.

“Please, call me Ian,” I say again. “The deal has closed so you’re no longer working for me or with me or however you put it in your industry.” I give her a warm smile and she blushes extravagantly. She always wore her emotions on her sleeve and apparently, nothing has changed now that she’s married and a young mother.

“Thank you…Ian,” she struggles but transitions to my given name. “I can’t tell you how much this helps me out.”

“My pleasure, Suellen,” I tell her as I turn to check out my new home. “I’ll see you in town, I imagine?” Ann Arbor is a middling city for Michigan, larger than Lansing but only a quarter the size of Detroit even as the Motor City continues to shrink in population. But after living in San Francisco for the past half-decade, my hometown feels positively quaint now.

“I’ll look for you, Mr. Chandl… Sorry, Ian,” she corrects herself with a shy smile. She climbs into her Uber again and the small vehicle moves down the street where I now live. I watch it disappear around the corner and continue to my house.

My home.

I stare up at the structure, still amazed that I paid less than a million dollars for it. With five bedrooms, four baths, 4500 square feet, and a three-car free-standing garage, a place like this would go for ten million in the City by the Bay in California. Now that my company is no longer my company and the check has cleared the bank to buy it from me, I’m no longer tethered to a city that used to be world-class and is now struggling to survive. I know that sounds like an overstatement but if you haven’t been in San Francisco since the pandemic, if your memories of that one-time jewel of a city are mired in the past, you’ve got a huge shock coming if you visit now.

I almost skip up the stairs that lead to a full wraparound porch with antique furniture that came with the house and unlock the front door. I wonder if things have gotten to where you need to lock your front door – something we never did when I was a kid – but times have changed all over the country. I’m glad to be leaving the slow-motion collapse of my new home behind and embracing the continued blossoming of the city of my birth. It’s time.

The house is musty, no surprise there as no one has lived in it for close to a year. I’m not looking forward to cleaning it but I’ve got enough money to pay people to do the heavy lifting. I’m comfortable with my financial situation now that I’m away from Cali. I’ll deal with the weather and enjoy the people here while I figure out the next chapter in my life. I’m too young to retire and too old to go back to teaching or tackle another startup. So, for now, I’ll work on turning an old house into my new home.

I realize I'm hungry as the sun sets out the front windows. I grab my jacket and keys to drive to the restaurant district nearest me and jog down the steps with a lightheartedness I haven’t felt in years. I climb into my bimmer and crank the ignition. I’m almost giddy as I turn the corner and roll down a dirt road that feels old and new simultaneously, something you never see out West, at least not in the Bay Area, when I see something that brings me up short. Or someone, I should say. A girl, carrying a suitcase, and standing in the middle of the road stares at me coming up on her. She’s looking right at me as I realize I know her. Or knew her.

Lorna.

Lorna Richards.

~ Lorna ~

My life is accelerating from one shitshow to the next. The landlord stands behind me, arms folded, still clutching that goddamn eviction notice. Beside him, the local duty cop stands with both thumbs hooked in his belt, offering a sorry-I’m-doing-this smile that I glimpse occasionally in the mirror. I’m racing around the tiny bedroom I used to call home (up until ten minutes ago, anyway) and throwing all my worldly possessions into a single beat-up old suitcase. The longer this takes, the more stressed I feel. It’s bad enough that I’m getting kicked out of this tiny apartment; having an audience watching only makes that much worse.

“Hurry it up, sweetheart.” The landlord taps his watch. “I got someone coming to view in an hour.”

I shoot him a hate-filled look, dumping my toothbrush and various toiletries into the case, on top of my crumpled clothes. The cop shakes his head and says, “Come on, man. She’s going as fast as she can.”

“If only she was this fast when it came to paying rent.”

A red-hot tear of shame and frustration and anger rolls down my cheek. I wipe it away with one hand, refusing to let that asshole see me suffer. It takes all my willpower not to spin around and scream at my former landlord that it’s not my fault he hasn’t been paid rent - that lies with my former boyfriend, who, it turns out, was secretly stealing all the money I gave him for bills, before he ran out and left me to deal with the consequences. But what would be the point in telling him that? The landlord doesn’t give a shit. The cop might look like he sympathizes with me, but he’s got a job to do and the law is against me here. This tiny room stopped being my home at midnight this morning, whether I knew it or not.

I keep moving, trying to occupy my shaking hands. Ideally, I’d love to wrap these trembling fingers around my ex-boyfriend’s throat, but I don’t even know where he is now or why he skipped out on me with no word of warning or apology. Not that it matters now. I'm deep in the shit and it’s only getting deeper.

Most of my clothes are in the suitcase, as are all my essential toiletries. I have a bag with some spare shoes and everything else that I’d deem “vital” is stuffed into my overflowing pockets. I point to the mirror and the dresser.

“I bought those last year, can I pick them up later?”

The landlord snorts. “Fuck no, I’m gonna sell that shit and get some money back.”

The cop glances between us, obviously wanting to step in, but there’s nothing he can do. He offers me a sad nod, as if we’re in mutual understanding that the landlord is a grade-A piece of trash.

“Fine. Whatever.” I wave my hand at the room, trying to dismiss everything and pretend like this doesn’t hurt. It’s not much - not big or spacious or even especially comfortable - but it’s mine. Or it was mine. Now I’m officially homeless and there’s nothing I can do about it. Like the landlord said when he barged in here, waving the eviction notice in my face, I haven’t paid my due so I can’t live here anymore.

I bite my bottom lip and try to control my expression, gathering up the bags and bulky suitcase and trying to carry everything at once. The suitcase isn’t even properly closed; several items of clothing are poking out of the top.

“Can I give you a hand with that?” The cop steps forward, palm out.

“No. I’ve got it.”

Later, I’ll probably feel bad about snapping at him, but right now, it’s all I can do. I haul my few meager possessions out of the little apartment and down the stairs, not daring to turn back. The landlord mutters something behind my back but blood is pumping so loud in my ears that I can’t hear him. Thank goodness. I might be a young woman, but there’s enough fury in my veins that I could spin around and hurl this suitcase like an Olympic shot putter.

I stumble out of the building, moving as fast as I can. What the hell am I supposed to do now? Yesterday, I had a life - a home, a boyfriend, a future - and now it’s all been ripped away from me in a single morning. Where am I meant to go next? I don’t even have any money until next week.

Wild, confusing thoughts fill my brain. I don’t notice where my feet are taking me. I wind through various streets, moving away from the downtown sprawl, heading further into the great unknown. My shoes kick up dust from the dry dirt road. I spy a bus stop on the opposite side of the road - a solitary sign with nothing else around. At least I have enough change in my purse to go… somewhere. Anywhere, really.

As I step into the road and begin walking to the other side, I hear a low, purring sound draw closer. A car. It crests over a rise ahead and gets nearer, kicking up a small cloud of dust in its wake. I try to haul the suitcase faster, but my fingers ache and the zip is threatening to pop open and I’m on the edge of a total breakdown. Getting hit by a car right now would not be the worst thing in the world, if I’m honest with myself.

The driver sees me and slows. I glance up, trying to look apologetic for being in the middle of the road with my stupidly overfilled case. I lock eyes with the driver and freeze. That face - I know it. Or I used to know it.

No, please, don’t let him see me like this…

Just when I thought this day couldn’t possibly get any worse, my former math professor rolls his car to a stop several feet away from me. I turn my head, not wanting him to recognize me. Not in this state. Not when I’m… like this.

But he opens the door and puts one foot on the dirt road. I make a silent prayer, hoping against all odds that maybe he’s just going to yell at me for standing in the middle of the road. I raise a hand in thanks and apology, concentrating on hauling my stuff to the bus stop ahead.

“Lorna? Is that you?”

I fight the urge to turn my head. But he doesn’t stop.

“Lorna Richards.”

I stop walking. It’s official. This is absolutely, definitely, positively, the worst goddamn day of my life. I turn and look him in the eyes. He looks older than the last time we spoke, but somehow those additional years have given him an attractive edge. He was good-looking when I knew him; now he looks downright hot. I swallow my pride and greet him in return.

“Professor Chandler.”

“Professor?” He gives a good-natured chuckle, shaking his head. “I haven’t heard that in a while. How are you doing, Lorna? I didn’t know you still lived in Ann Arbor.”

A bitter laugh escapes my throat before I can stop it. “I do live here, but I don’t. Not right now. I’m… it doesn’t matter. It was nice to see you.”

I turn to walk away, but the sound of his voice stops me. “Do you - I mean, can I help you with that?”

“I got it. Thanks, Professor.”

“It’s Ian now. Just Ian.”

“Sure. Nice seeing you again, Ian.”

He doesn’t move or get back in the car. A wrinkle of worry crosses his brow. I remember that look well. He used to make that same frown whenever one of the students couldn’t grasp a particular concept.

“Listen, are you…” He clears his throat. “Is everything okay?”

I gesture to the beat-up suitcase and the bag full of shoes, wearing a smile that borders on insane. “Everything’s great, Prof! Just hunky-fucking-dory! I’ll get out of your way and you can carry on, okay?”

He closes the door and stands in front of the hood, folding his arms as if about to deliver a lecture. Seeing him like this takes me back - way, way back. The last time I saw this man, my life was on a completely different path.

“You know, Lorna, I’m heading out to find a restaurant for dinner. Why don’t you come with me? My treat.”
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~ Ian ~

I drive Lorna to a place I used to go to often when I was still living in Ann Arbor. It’s a small, locally owned and managed Italian restaurant where the food was good enough but the place was the real draw. It always smelled of garlic and sausages, or some kind of meat, that just assaulted your senses as soon as you walked in the door. The noise was just the right level to make it seem intimate but not overwhelming and the wait staff was attentive without being overbearing, something I never got used to in California.

I park in the lot next to the restaurant and hustle around the car to open Lorna’s door for her. I’m a little surprised she waited for me to do so – many women of her generation resist old-fashioned gestures of polite behavior ascribing them to vestiges of the patriarchy. That’s my recollection from my days as an employee of the university and old habits, especially bad ones like assuming everyone is still fighting for lost causes, die hard.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come to my place to freshen up before dinner?” I ask her and wince at the look she gives me. “Okay, okay. Sorry.”

“It’s okay, Profess…I mean, Ian,” she stammers. “I’m fine, but thanks for this.”

“It’s my pleasure.” I walk her to the restaurant's front door and hold it open for her. Thankfully, she doesn’t give me a look like so many women do these days. I’ve got to get over my issues with being polite to younger women.

“Have you ever been here before?” I ask looking to change the subject. “It used to be one of my favorite places but I haven’t been here in years.”

“It smells great in here, that’s for sure,” she says with a bit of enthusiasm that I appreciate. This girl – this woman, really – has been through the wringer today and I’m only thinking about myself. I’ve got to get over myself.

“It always did so hopefully that’s a good sign.” I smile and touch her elbow to guide her to the hostess stand. I look at the girl behind the stand and ask, “Any chance you can seat us without a reservation?”

She looks at me and smiles warmly. “Of course, sir. Just the two of you?”

“Yes,” I respond, suddenly feeling a little weird. Lorna is a lot younger than me.

“Follow me, please,” the girl says as she picks up two menus. I motion for Lorna to follow her lead and make a point of not touching her. We make our way to the table and I hold Lorna’s chair for her. The hostess hands us the menus but I put mine on the table and look into Lorna’s sad eyes.

“Tough day, huh?” I ask apologetically. I never know what to say to someone who’s world is falling apart. Not that I have a lot of experience in that regard. Most of my friends, acquaintances really, back in San Jose and the rest of the Valley have the world by the balls. It’s been a while since I’ve run into a shit storm like Lorna’s.

“Yeah, it has been,” she says with the saddest expression. “I’m just so tired of being jerked around by…everyone.” She colors slightly. “But I really appreciate this, Ian.” She forces a smile and I nod.

“It’s nothing, really,” I tell her as casually as I can. “I wasn’t looking forward to eating alone tonight anyway, so in a way, you’re doing me the favor.” Shit, I decide. That did not come out right. Luckily, she doesn’t take offense.

“Not hardly,” she says with a small laugh. “I haven’t eaten all day and the smells in this place are to die for.” She picks up the menu. “Would it be alright if we order as soon as possible? I’m really hungry.”

“Sure thing,” I tell her as I turn to find a server, any server. But of course, no one is in sight. So I stand and walk to the hostess stand to ask for some help.

“Of course,” the hostess says after I explain that we’re in a bit of a rush. I don’t tell her why and she doesn’t ask, so I smile and hand her a twenty before I turn to go back to the table. I’m approaching Lorna who is engrossed in the menu when I feel a hand on my arm.

“Excuse me, sir,” the hostess says in an agitated voice. “This wasn’t necessary.” She hands me the twenty. I take it, reluctantly and watch her go back to the hostess stand without making any effort to send a server to take care of us. I’m tempted to follow her and insist that she’s quite obviously mistaken but I just stuff the bill in my pocket and turn back to Lorna.

Who is smiling at me.

“What was that all about?” she asks.

“I really have no idea,” I admit. “I was just trying to be nice.”

Lorna blinks. “You offered to pay her to get someone to help us and she took offense?”

I shrug. “I know, right? Anyway, what looks good? If need be I’ll try the kitchen next and cook it myself if I have to.” I give her a half-smile and she laughs politely.

“That’s the nicest thing anyone has done for me in weeks,” she says earnestly. She smiles another sad smile and I want to grab her hand and give it a squeeze but that would be weird so I restrain myself.

“Do you want to talk about what happened with your boyfriend, or not really?” I ask softly. She hesitates and her eyes cloud over. Then she takes a breath and almost gasps.

“There’s not much to tell. I trusted a guy who didn’t deserve my trust and now I’m screwed, again. Story as old as time but I don’t seem to be able to learn from my mistakes.” She wipes a tear this the back of her finger and tilts her head. “I’m sorry, Ian. I’m not going to be very good company tonight.”

“Let’s change the subject then, Lorna,” I tell her as gently as I can. “Okay?”

Just then, the server finally shows up to take our orders.

~ Lorna ~

My stomach is rumbling from all the delicious odors hanging in the air. I've read the menu from top to bottom twice and everything sounds fabulous, but there's one teeny tiny problem.

The price.

If I wanted to choose three courses, I'd be looking at a three-figure check. The numbers printed next to the menu items make my eyes water. I stare at the tablecloth with glazed eyes for a moment, overcome by blind panic.

Ian comes to my rescue. Again.

“If I may?” He gives the waiter a polite smile. “We'll split the calamari to start, then two steaks - one rare, one medium - and a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon, two glasses.”

The waiter gives a curt nod, takes our menus, and disappears back into the restaurant. I can't stop myself from looking at Ian with a face of worry.

“The steaks are almost fifty dollars each. I can’t let you…”

“You can and you will.” He holds up a hand as if preventing me from saying anything further on the topic. “Consider it my thanks for keeping an old man company.”

“Old man?” I almost snort. “Hardly. But… thank you. Sincerely. Thank you.”

He smiles. The warmth flowing out of this man is almost comforting enough to put me at ease. If my life hadn't been turned upside down just an hour before, I'd be able to relax and enjoy the chance to reconnect with my former professor.

Before we can say any more, the waiter returns. He places two glasses on the table, then uncorks a bottle of wine with a flourish, pouring a tiny amount into one glass. Ian takes it, sniffs, then tastes the wine. He nods. The waiter pours wine into both glasses and leaves. I giggle.

“You've done that before.”

“Guilty as charged. I've been to my share of pretentious restaurants out in the Bay Area. You either try to blend in or you leave.”

“Is that why you left?”

On the way here, Ian had given me a brief overview of his life since I was his student. Professor, businessman, California. Now he's back. I can't imagine trading the West Coast life for a place like Ann Arbor. But, then again, I've never had the chance to get out.

“No, I left for…” A shadow crosses his handsome face. “Other reasons. Let's just say that I craved simpler things. It turns out that all a man really needs is a place to call home. All the bells and whistles are frivolous distractions.”

I raise my glass. “I hear you there. To the simple things.”

“The simple things.”

We touch glasses. I taste the wine. It's good. Rich. Deep. Fruity.

Expensive.

“So, Lorna.” He swirls the glass, reminding me of a professional taster. Despite his claims to yearn for simplicity, Ian could easily suit a very different lifestyle. It's not hard to imagine him enjoying a glass of wine at an art gallery or a tech symposium or whatever it is that wealthy people do. “Can I ask what's going on with you? Besides boyfriend trouble, I mean.”

“Uh…” I stare into my glass, watching that dark red wine ripple around. “Look, I don’t want to bring you down or spoil the night or whatever. I’m just happy to catch up with an old professor.”

“If you’re sure.” He gives an accepting nod. “My mother always used to say that a problem shared is a problem halved.”

“No disrespect to your mom, but my problems aren’t the kind that get halved through discussion.”

“That’s fair. What would you like to talk about?”

“You, Ian. Let’s talk about you. I haven’t seen you in, what, a decade? What’s been going on with you?”

“Oh, not all that much.” He offers a self-deprecating smile. “I stuck around here as a professor for a few more years after you left, then my side business started to pick up steam. Eventually I took a gamble and moved to California, where it all skyrocketed for a while. But… then things changed.” His deep, enchanting eyes turn sad. “So I sold it all and decided to move back here.”

I eye him closely for a moment. There’s an awful lot he’s leaving unspoken - not just the bad parts, but the good things as well. His watch looks expensive. His clothes are practically new. I get the feeling that he doesn’t want to sound as if he’s bragging about his good fortune.

“You sold a successful business to come back here and be a professor again?”

He laughs. The smile lights up his whole face, giving him a handsome boyishness that makes my heart tingle. “No, I’m not doing that again. Actually, I don’t intend to work anymore. Ever. I’ve done well enough that I can try and enjoy myself these days.”

“Lucky you. I can’t even imagine how that must feel.”

“Honestly? Strange. For most of my life, I’ve woken up with a list of things to do every single day, and now…”

He gestures with his hand, as if to say, c’est la vie. I can’t resist glancing at his fingers and note something strange on the third finger of his left hand. There is the indent of a ring, as if one was there for many years. His earlier sadness now makes more sense and I feel a curious pang of sorrow in sympathy.

The waiter appears again and sets a dish of perfect golden calamari in the center of the table, with two small plates for us. He vanishes. Despite my growling hunger, I hang back and let Ian take the first bite. He pokes his fork into a piece of seafood and chews it with a serene smile. As he eats, I work up the courage to ask something that’s been nagging at me.

“What was it like?”

He frowns and swallows.

“California, I mean. And owning a business. All of it, really.”

“Being my own boss, that was quite something. I loved setting my own office hours and not having to worry about performance or paperwork or targets - all the worst parts of being a professor.” He chuckles. “As for California… overrated. I don’t recommend living there unless you have no alternative.”

He jabs his fork into another piece of calamari and says, “Don’t be polite on my account, Lorna. I can see how hungry you are. Please eat something.”

I finally give in and snag a couple of pieces of seafood for myself. It’s so delicious that I could cry, and not just because I’m starving. I haven’t tasted anything this good - flavorsome, elegant, light, mouth-watering - in so damned long. Even on the few dates I had with my ex-boyfriend, we never went anywhere more adventures than In ‘N’ Out, and even then, we did drive-thru.

“It’s good to see you smiling again.” Ian watches me across the table, a flicker of concern in his eyes. “You used to smile all the time in my class.”

“I’m surprised you remember me at all.”

“How could I not? Most of the other students looked bored or confused. You were the only one who smiled and paid attention and never seemed to have difficulty grasping the material.”

There is one more piece of calamari on the plate. Ian gestures for me to go ahead. I don’t ask twice and gobble it down with relish.

“I must have taught hundreds of students, but I’ve always remembered you.”

Normally, when a guy says something like that, it’s a sneaky line to try and get in your pants. But his face is sincere. He really means it.

“Me?” I swallow the calamari and dab my lips with the embroidered ivory napkin. “Why? I’m nobody special.”

“I beg to differ. I think-”

Wait staff appear at either side of the table. One pair of hands removes out used plates and cutlery, while the other places fresh items in front of us. If this is the kind of service that comes with fine dining, I could get used to it. Shame this is probably the only time I’ll ever get to enjoy something like this.

Ian waits until we’re alone again before continuing. “As I recall, you were a brilliant student, Lorna. And the last time you and I spoke, it was… difficult.”

I avert my eyes from his face. Dammit, that wasn’t something I wanted to remember or relive. Before today - before getting kicked out of my home - that had been the worst day of my life. I’d pushed it to the very back of my mind and locked it away in a box of painful memories and stored that box at the top of a high shelf where it could never be accessed again. But now Ian’s gentle words and soft tone have shaken the floor of my mind and that shelf has fallen down and the box has spilled open.

Now I’m not sitting here having dinner with my former professor in a plush restaurant on the expensive side of town. I’m back in his office, clutching my hands together and trying not to cry as he looks at me with bewildered eyes.

“I’m sorry, Professor Chandler. I have to drop out…”

Just the briefest flash of that memory causes my eyes to well up all over again. He reaches across the table and puts his hand on mine. Warm. Strong. Soft.

“I’ve always needed to know, Lorna - why did you drop out so suddenly?”

My bottom lip trembles. “My mom, she… she got sick. She didn’t have anyone else. I couldn’t let her… not alone. And after she was gone, I had all these bills and never really got away from them.”

The touch of his hand is more comforting that I care to admit. He gives me a look of total understanding, thank goodness. I’ve carried that around for over a decade and never thought about it. The memory had gnawed away at my soul without me realizing.

Our main course arrives. Ian tells me to choose the steak I prefer, so I take the medium and he eats the rare. We make small talk about this and that - the food, the restaurant, what’s new in Ann Arbor - and avoid approaching those difficult topics. He doesn’t ask about my mom or my boyfriend or my crappy life since dropping out. In return, I don’t ask Ian about his wife or what made him leave California for the last time. I can put two and two together.

The rest of the meal is equally as delicious as the starter. The steak is juicy and tender and almost melts on the tongue. By the time we finish, I feel a surge of sadness in my chest. Not just because there’s no more food, but because my time with Ian is now at an end.

We keep up the small talk for as long as possible, comfortable in one another’s company, trying to stretch out this evening as we slowly deplete the wine. But, finally, the waiter presents the check. Ian grabs it without letting me peep at the final number - I have no doubt that two mains, one starter, and one bottle of red wine in this place is in the low three figures. He pays with his card, the waiter as stoic and professional as ever, and leaves a twenty dollar tip on the table. It takes a huge amount of self-control not to put that twenty in my pocket when Ian stands and turns around. He gestures for me to walk ahead and I wind my way back across the restaurant, out into the open air once again. The concrete of the parking lot is wet and reflecting orange pools from street lights. It must have rained while we were in there.

I take a deep breath and sigh. This was a nice distraction, but my real life is waiting. There’s a whole mess ahead of me and I have no idea how to fix any of it. No home, no job, no money. Just a battered old suitcase of clothes in the trunk of Ian’s beautiful car and some change in my purse. Ten years ago, I was a promising young mathematical student. Now I’m… whatever this is.

We stand beside Ian’s car. He takes the keys from his pocket. They jingle and sparkle in the lights. I take a moment and steel myself before speaking.

“Can I ask you a favor? I know I have no right, after you bought me dinner and all, but-”

“Yes, of course. I’d be delighted.”

“You don’t know what I was going to ask.”

He gives an indifferent shrug. “Doesn’t matter, the answer is yes.”

I exhale and count to three in my head. I understand that Ian is trying to play it cool and not seem overbearing or rub his incredible luck in my face, but his relaxed demeanor is making my anxiety grow larger than ever.

“Would you mind giving me a ride to the bus station?”

A small wrinkle creases Ian’s brow. He says, “That’s not what I thought you were going to ask.”

“What did you think I wanted?”

“A place to stay.” He looks me in the eyes. I hold my tongue. “Please don’t try and tell me that you’re fine and everything is going well. I’m not an idiot, Lorna. Let me help you.”

I look at the wet floor. The concrete blurs through a veil of mist. My voice is little more than a husky whisper. “I don’t want to be a bother.”

“Nonsense.” He takes a step toward me. His expression is a mixture of my former professor and a concerned father. But I see something else in his face. I see care. Concern. Worry. This man I haven’t seen in over ten years gives more of a shit about me than my former boyfriend. That thought almost breaks my heart. “You’re not a bother, Lorna. I’d like to help you - if you’ll let me. I have a couple of spare rooms in my new place, you can use one of them until you get back on your feet. What do you say?”

I look at Ian. I look at the dark sky above. It’s not a hard decision to make.
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~ Ian ~

We drive to my new home in an uncomfortable silence that bothers me. Not enough to say something because I’m not sure what to say at this point. Now that we’re heading to my place, the inappropriate nature of my invitation feels all too real.

“Look, Lorna,” I say when I turn into my driveway. I leave the engine running to emphasize the point I’ve decided to make. “If this feels…wrong to you, staying with me, just say the word and I’ll take you to a hotel in town. The last thing I want is for you to feel uncomfortable.” I stare at her but she’s looking out the front of the car at the garage door. She’s not crying so I feel like maybe I’m doing the right thing but I have no idea, really.

“It’s okay, Ian. I don’t feel uncomfortable staying with you,” she whispers. “But I don’t want to be an imposition, either.”

“It’s no imposition at all, Lorna. It’s a huge house, way more than I need, really.” She turns and looks at me.

“But you just moved in, right? Don’t you have a lot to do and all?”

I smile and shake my head. “Actually, I don’t. I bought the place from an estate sale and it’s fully furnished. I didn’t have anything shipped from California because, well, there wasn’t much of anything I wanted to keep.”

She gives me a confused look. “It’s furnished?”

“Yeah, and surprisingly, the former owner had pretty good taste.” I smile again and she looks at the house. “Come inside if you like, just to have a look around. If it weirds you out, I’ll take you to the Bell Tower or wherever you like.”

She gives me a look. “The Bell Tower? Downtown?”

I hurry to add, “On me. I’ll give them my card and you can stay as long as you like.”

She frowns. “I can’t let you do that, Ian. That’s very generous of you to offer but…” She looks away again and I feel like I’m just digging the hole I’m already in deeper and deeper.

“Come inside and have a look around, Lorna,” I tell her in near desperation. “I’ll take you wherever you like, no questions asked.”

“Okay,” she whispers and I breathe a sigh of relief. I open my door before she changes her mind. She follows my lead and we walk to the front door where I pull out the key - the only one the Realtor gave me. I unlock the door and push it open to allow Lorna to precede me into the foyer. I switch on the light and she puts her hand to her mouth.

“Wow, this is not what I expected,” she says as she looks around.

“I know, right?” I walk past her into the living room and switch on another light. The place looks like something out of the old Addams Family TV sitcom from the ‘60s, not the movie from the ‘90s which was a lot more decrepit. The furnishings are old-fashioned but in mint condition.

“Are you going to redecorate?” she asks as she wanders around looking at the various rooms on the main floor.

“I haven’t decided, to be honest,” I tell her. “It’s kind of unique like this and I hate to ruin the look and feel. Obviously, whoever did this knew what they liked and went to great lengths to do it up right.”

“I love it,” Lorna says, surprising herself as well as me from the look on her face. “I don’t know why but it’s so true to itself in a way.”

“I feel that, too.” I walk to the couch in the living room. “I mean, I doubt they’ve made anything like this since I was born.” I sit and lean back. “It’s not exactly comfortable but there’s something to be said for this kind of formality, you know?”

“Oh, for sure,” she says as she joins me. She sits and leans back before she looks my way. “It’s not all that bad.”

“No, it’s not bad, but I can’t imagine putting my feet up and munching a bowl of popcorn while watching the Wolverines.”

“No TV, either. What did the prior owners do with themselves? Read books or something equally archaic?” She laughs for the first time all evening and it’s wonderful. I laugh with her and suddenly, things aren’t nearly as fraught as they were in the car or even the restaurant.

“So, you want to see the guest room before you decide?” I ask a bit prematurely. Her eyes go dark momentarily before she recovers. “Yeah, that sounds good.”

I stand and she follows me to the staircase that wraps around the vestibule like the old mansion in It’s a Wonderful Life.

“They left all the beds and everything?” she asks with a hint of skepticism in her tone.

“They did, but my Realtor said all the bedding is new so…” I give her a look and she smiles, relieved.

“That’s good to hear,” she says and I agree with her. We arrive at the top of the stairs and I walk her past the main bedroom to the guest room at the end of the hall and open the door. She walks into the room and looks around without comment. The canopy bed is a little old-fashioned for my taste but she seems to be fine with it. She turns to look at me and her eyes are filled with tears but she’s smiling.

“Oh, Ian. This is amazing,” she says with a catch in her voice. “I can’t believe it.”

I blink and tilt my head, more than a bit confused. “Really?” I ask, hoping to prompt further explanation.

~ Lorna ~

I look around the room with tears pooling in my eyes. It’s the most stunning, elegant, spacious, luxurious bedroom I’ve ever seen. The space is larger than my entire apartment. Scratch that, it’s larger than any apartment I’ve ever rented and probably bigger than the last two combined. The cherry on top is that huge canopy bed; billowing white sheets drape down from four pillars at each corner of the mattress, almost beckoning me to throw myself forward onto the sheets. This room makes me feel like a princess.

And it’s only one of the guest rooms in this house.

“It’s stunning.” I turn back to Ian - my savior - with watery eyes. “You don’t have to… I’m so…”

I choke back a sob, cupping both hands to my mouth. Ian closes the distance between us and places his hands on my shoulders. The look of pure concern in his face makes my heart ache almost as much as the sight of this room.

“Lorna?”

“I don't mean to cry on you, I'm sorry Ian. I can't stop thinking that if I was on that road two minutes earlier or if you were two minutes slower, I'd be…”

Another sob squeaks out of my throat, choking me. I can't speak. This entire day has been the wildest emotional rollercoaster of my life. I'm getting whiplash trying to process everything that's happened.

“Hey, hey, it's okay…” Ian's arms slide around my back and he pulls me into a warm embrace. “I don't know what you've been through and I'm sorry you've had to suffer, I really am. But you're here now. You're safe. I promise.”

I bury my face into his neck. My arms encircle him. He's right. I am safe. I haven't felt this safe all day. More than that - I never felt this safe with my boyfriend during our whole relationship.

He holds me in his arms for a good while. Long enough for me to unclench my body. Long enough for me to note the soothing, masculine scent of his body. Long enough for me to feel how surprisingly firm his body feels beneath those clothes.

Finally, Ian pulls away. He offers a smile, but glances away in guilt. I wonder if he still views me as his student or if he feels conflicted about hugging a woman who isn't his wife. He removes his hands from my body. Why does that make me feel so empty?

“I know it's not much,” he says. I snort with unexpected laughter. “If this room is too small for you, feel free to take the master bedroom. I haven't slept in any of these beds yet, it makes no difference to me.”

“No, it's perfect. Thank you. To be honest, it's way more than I deserve. It feels like a princess's chamber.”

“That's because you are one.”

I blink. Nobody's called me a princess since I hit puberty. That word sends warm butterflies fluttering in my belly. Ian seems to realize that he said something inappropriate and clears his throat.

“Let me show you where the bathroom is.”

He turns and heads back into the hallway. I follow. He pauses for a moment, looking around. I giggle.

“You don't know where your bathroom is?”

“Give me a break, this is only the second time I've been inside the house.” He gives me another charming smile. “Maybe it's this way?”

We walk down the hallway, side by side, both glancing into doorways as we pass. I see more guest rooms, each just as sizeable and stunning as mine, and plush reading rooms that resemble small libraries. Suddenly Ian grabs my hand.

“Ah! Here it is.”

I turn to see what grabbed his attention. We look through a doorway into the most gorgeous bathroom I've ever seen. Lavish, plush, modern. Marble countertops. Gold furnishings. The entire far wall is the shower area, a huge, open space behind a glass partition with drainage set into the tile floor. The sight of it takes my breath away. I give Ian's hand an unconscious squeeze. At that moment, he seems to become aware that our hands are touching and releases me.

“So, uh, yes. This is the bathroom.” He walks ahead of me, gesturing around at the various features without saying anything.

“Wow, Ian. All these bedrooms and only one bathroom? What are you going to do?”

“There's another bathroom… somewhere. Please don't make me search for it.”

We exchange smiles. Ian opens a drawer and removes a crisp, white fluffy towel.

“Here, you can use this. I guess I'll need to buy another towel in the morning.”

“You only have one towel?”

“I only have one body. Let's see if I can't figure out how this thing works.”

Ian steps around the glass partition and starts tinkering with a series of complex-looking dials mounted on the wall, muttering to himself.

“Okay, so that's the temperature dial. I won't touch that. This must be the water control…”

He steps to the side and turns the dial. Nothing happens. He frowns.

“Huh. Strange. How does it turn on?”

Ian moves between all the dials and knows, turning and touching everything. Then he sees a small button beneath a panel displaying water temperature. He says, “Oh, here it is.”

He presses the button and water immediately blasts from the shower head above, dousing him all over. He gasps in surprise and stumbles back, his clothes completely soaked through. I rush over to him but there's nothing I can do. His shirt is already turning transparent.

We look at one another. Then at the rushing shower. Then we start laughing. Wild, hysterical laughter erupts from me like I haven't heard in months. Tears roll from my eyes - the happy kind, this time. Ian watches me with delight.

“Well, at least we know it works.”

“Are you okay?”

He shrugs. “It made you laugh. I'd say it was worth getting wet.”

Ian winks. My heart skips a beat. He starts unbuttoning his see-through shirt. I can’t help but notice how well it fits him. A tingle of warmth ripples through my belly.

“Enjoy the shower.”

He steps out of the bathroom and closes the door. I take a moment to relish in that delightful tingle inside me, then I undress and walk under the water.

Calling this the best, nicest, and most soothing shower of my life is an understatement. It's like a full-body massage from a dozen different angles, a deliriously indulgent experience that knocks every other warm shower into a distant second place. I have to get one of these for myself someday.

Finally, I shut off the water and dry off with the towel. The fluffy fabric is soft and plush and probably cost an eye-watering amount. I still can't believe that my former math professor lives like this or that I got lucky enough to run into him when I did. Once I'm dry enough, I wrap the towel around my body and head back into the hallway.

Ian is there. Now he's dressed in a comfy-looking robe, his bare chest peeping through the collar. He's holding a steaming mug in each hand.

“Would you like a hot chocolate, Lorna?”

Words fail me. I walk up to him and put my arms around his body and hug him tight, trying to put all my gratitude and happiness and hope into this one gesture, telling this wonderful man how much he has done for me today. He takes my hug. For a moment, his body is stiff. The old professor isn't used to being hugged by a student. But then he relaxes into my arms.

I lift my head and stand on my toes and kiss him on the cheek. He seems surprised by the gesture.

“Thank you, Ian. I don't know what I would have done without you.”

“You're a brilliant woman, you would have figured something out. I'm just glad to help in some small way.”

But, as we're hugging, the towel loosens around my body. It slips and opens and cool air touches my damp naked skin. Ian tilts his head and gazes at the ceiling. I flush and step back and readjust to conceal myself.

“Whoops, sorry about that.”

“I would have helped but my hands are full.”

Heat creeps into my cheeks. “Thanks for not, you know, taking a sneaky look.”

He smiles. “It wasn't easy. You're more beautiful than when you were my student.”

His words take us both by surprise. Before I can respond, he hands me a mug of hot chocolate and steps toward his room. He says, “Well, um, goodnight. See you in the morning.”

Ian walks into the bedroom and closes the door. I stay where I am for a moment, inhaling the wonderful chocolate aroma, wondering what just happened between us.
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~ Ian ~

I wake up early and drive to the store to buy enough to get us by for breakfast. I don’t check on Lorna, but I just assume she needed more sleep than me because, in my limited experience, everyone needs more sleep than I do. I get by on five hours a night as I have my whole life, which proved to be something of a curse as much as a blessing. I’ve long gotten used to it but it’s been a few years since I had someone living with me so I’m not used to even thinking about it.

When I get home, I hear Lorna walking around upstairs so I put on a pot of coffee in the old-fashioned coffee pot that came with the kitchen. The house is such a collection of contrasts and contradictions, from a state-of-the-art shower in the bathroom to the antique furniture that dominates each room, to the Sub-Zero fridge and Viking Range to the ancient percolator coffee pot left over from the nineteen-fifties, and a cast iron skillet that looks as well-used as the coffee pot and just as old-fashioned. But I use them both to great effect and by the time Lorna comes down the stairs, the kitchen smells like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting, not to mix metaphors.

“Morning,” she says tentatively when she sees me. I turn and give her a warm smile, resisting the temptation to hug her. She looks good in a grey hoodie and jeans that match my outfit.

“Sleep well?” I ask, feeling a little odd at having company for breakfast in a house I’ve never eaten in before but happy to have her here.

“So well,” she says as she yawns and looks in one of the many cabinets for a mug. I pull the correct one open and she pours us both a cup.

“How does this thing even work?” she asks with a smirk. “Black or…?”

“Yeah, black,” I tell her and take the mug. “I didn’t get cream…” I say apologetically.

“No, that’s fine,” she hastens to assure me. “I drink mine black, too.”

“Perfect,” I say without thinking and then wonder if that’s too much. I shake my head but add nothing. “Are you okay with a massively unhealthy breakfast, too?”

“I think I proved last night that I’m no vegan,” she says with a giggle. She takes her coffee to the counter on the other side of the island in the kitchen and waits for me to serve her. Which I love.

“I didn’t get any bread or muffins,” I explain before I mentally kick myself. Why is this girl, this woman, throwing me off my game? I’ve had guests since my wife died – it’s not like I’ve been celibate or a hermit, just comfortable in my solitude. It’s a big reason I’m back in Ann Arbor.

“Mind if I ask you a question?” Lorna asks as I pile the bacon on a paper towel and crack the eggs in the grease-laden pan.

“Shoot.”

“What are you doing here?” she asks directly. “I mean, why this house?”

“I’ll show you after we eat.” The eggs cook quickly in the hot skillet and I’m loading them onto a plate in no time, then I carry them around the island to sit next to Lorna. She turns to angle her body at mine and when I offer my mug in a mock toast, she smiles warmly and clinks ceramic with me.

“This looks great,” she says as she digs in. “Are you good at everything?”

I’m sure she didn’t mean that the way I took it and I don’t respond with a snarky remark. “I’ve been single for a while so it was a matter of self-preservation.”

She stares at me while she chews until she swallows. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“And you didn’t. It’s fine, Lorna. I’m fine.” I don’t know why I said that but I don’t explain it, either which would only make things worse.

“I don’t want to pry about anything, Ian,” she says before she takes a bite of bacon. “But I do have so many questions.”

“That’s fair,” I tell her. “We didn’t go into our stories last night, so…” I nod and she agrees with me. At my suggestion, we agreed at dinner not to get into all that but to just enjoy the meal. I didn’t want her to feel like she had to explain herself and I offered to avoid talking about my story to keep things light. She seemed happy to do so.

She seems less happy to continue the arrangement this morning. Which is fine with me.

“What do you want to know?”

She eyes me as she takes another bite of bacon. “Well, this place, first off. How did you even find it?”

“It was owned by a colleague when I was at the university, Professor Shelton. Did you ever take one of his classes?”

“Wasn’t he in the English Department?” she asks.

“Yes, that’s him. He specialized in Twentieth-Century British Literature and…” I hesitated as I was watching Lorna’s eyes glaze over. “But he was a collector, more than anything else.”

“A collector? Of what?” She perks right up.

“Let me show you,” I say as I push back from the counter and head for the hallway. She follows and I lead her to the library, one of the main reasons I bought the place.

“Wow, this is…amazing,” she says as she looks around. The library is easily the largest room in the house and reminds me of the kinds of libraries they used to have a hundred years ago, with high shelves full of books that were only accessible with a ladder that slides around the room on rollers and a track near the top shelf. “This came with the house?”

“Not only this,” I tell her as I lead her to a door near the back. “Come on.”

I open the door and flip on a light that shows a dilapidated staircase leading to the basement. I lead the way and open another door at the bottom of the stairs, flip on a light switch, and stand aside for her to take in the room.

“Oh, my god, Ian,” she says, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. “Is this for real?”

“It is,” I tell her and I walk to one of the bookshelves that dominate the room. “Even better, a lot of these are first editions, although why that matters to me, I can’t say. I’ve never been a bibliophile like Neil was…”

“Neil?”

“Professor Shelton. He collected books his entire life and left them all with the house.” I look around, still marveling at my good fortune. “I knew he was a collector but he never let on the extent to which he went in building his library.”

“And this is why you bought the house?” she asks. “For the books?”

“That, and the…” I stop, unsure how to continue. “It’s kind of a long story.”

“I’ve got absolutely nowhere to be, Ian.”

I smile and motion toward the door to the staircase.

~ Lorna ~

The steps creak underfoot. It’s strange: despite how lavish and full the room beyond is - so many books! - the staircase leading down here feels like it’s been neglected for over fifty years. It seems that maintenance and infrastructure weren’t as important to the previous owners as assembling a massive collection of books. Every wall is covered with shelves, each one stacked with neatly-ordered spines. Some are weathered with age, while others look newer. They all have the look of hardback tomes - some with old-style boards, some bound with leather.

In addition to the shelves on the walls, there are also freestanding bookcases carefully arranged around the floors. They are positioned to offer a good view of the room as a whole, while also blending in with whatever filing system is in use. Everywhere I look, I see a stunning array of literature. I’ve always enjoyed reading and learning and curling up with a good book, but this place is like something out of a fantasy. And the smell! Oh, God, that wonderful musty scent that accompanies aging paper. It hangs in the air, offering a soothing, disarming aroma. All I want to do is get a fresh mug of hot chocolate and spend the rest of my life browsing through the shelves here. Ian stands behind me, the two of us in a respectful silence for a long, long moment, just gazing at the space. Finally, he speaks, his voice low, almost humble, as if this is a church.

“You’re awfully quiet. What do you think?”

“I think I’m in love. Wow. This is…” I exhale, unable to put my feelings into words. He puts a hand on my arm in mutual understanding for a moment, then removes it. “I can’t believe he left all this to you with the house. Collecting all of these is a life’s work.”

“It was.”

I look at him, waiting for more, but it doesn’t come. He keeps his gaze on the bookshelves. I don’t press him. If Ian doesn’t want to share, I’m okay with that.

“Do you want to explore?”

“You know I do.”

He gestures for me to go ahead. I start from the left, working my way around these beautiful shelves, scanning the many books on offer. Some titles appear to be in Latin, while others seem to be aging tomes and journals. It’s like walking through history down here - not just just American, but English, and maybe even some French, too. The space is well-kept and there is no moisture in the air, despite this being the basement. There must be some excellent controls keeping this library at a perfectly consistent temperature, otherwise books of such value would surely be encased in glass.

Ian hangs back, watching me slowly walk around the room. It’s a fascinating space. I could live down here. I glance back at him and see a curious look on his face. Ian is observing me with an expression of proud interest, as though he’s excited to share this with me. The look in his eyes makes my belly tingle. I pause.

“You’re so lucky to have all this. It’s beyond amazing.”

“Don’t I know it.” He gazes at me with serene eyes for a moment. “Can I ask about you? I hope I’m not pushing, but I have a right to be concerned.”

I pause and steel myself. I’ve known that I’ll need to tell him my story eventually. No time like the present. I count to five in my head and then I begin.

“After my mom passed, I kind of bounced around a lot of jobs. It was all I could do. Medical bills, you know how it is.”

He nods.

“I really wanted to go back and study again, but there was no way. I was barely keeping my head above water, even after selling my mom’s house. Sometimes I worked until midnight in one job, then got up at three in the morning to start the next one.”

“Lorna…” His face contorts with sorry, brow furrowing hard.

“What was I supposed to do? It was just me.” My lip trembles. “I got into a few relationships that probably weren’t the best. But I was working so hard that I didn’t notice until it was too late. If I’m being honest, I was way too quick to move in with guys just to help with rent and bills. Most of them weren’t even real boyfriends, just someone I shared a room with.”

I force myself to stop trying to justify things that can’t be changed. It’s a hard balance - I want to be as honest as I can without causing Ian to think that I’m some kind of bed hopping slut. That’s not true at all.

“That’s how it’s been for the best part of ten years.” Tears blur my vision but I press on. “Just paying off my mom’s last bills and getting in and out of debt. Living paycheck to paycheck. And then yesterday, I woke up to find that my boyfriend - a guy I actually did care about and thought we had something special - had skipped out on me with several months’ worth of rent. When you found me in the middle of the road, I was basically homeless and flat broke.”

Ian exhales. He says, “I had no idea. I’m so sorry, Lorna. If I knew what you were going through…”

“What would you have done? Even if you could have helped, I wouldn’t have let you. It was my life and my shit. I had to deal with it.”

“Nobody should deal with that all alone.”

I look him in the eyes. “I did. And I’m still here. Speaking of which, I need to get going.”

“You’re leaving?”

“For now. I’ve got a shift in the local diner.”

Ian grimaces. “Absolutely not, I won’t allow that.”

I blink in shock. Before I can protest, he holds up a hand and continues.

“No former student of mine - and definitely not one as brilliant as you - is working as a waitress. Not while you stay under my roof.”

My heart beats faster. I can’t tell if I’m offended at his outburst or excited by it. I say, “What the hell am I supposed to do for money? I can’t leech off you. And I need to find somewhere else to live.”

“We’ll figure it out later. Right now, you don’t need to worry about earning a living or finding a place to stay. I want to help you get back on your feet. So no more waitressing. No more godforsaken minimum-wage jobs. What did you want to be when you started college?”

It takes me a second to respond. I haven’t let myself think about my old dreams in years.

“I wanted to work for NASA.”

“A worthy goal. And one I might be able to help you reach.”

Now I laugh in disbelief. “How, exactly? Even a man of your means can’t buy me a place in the program.”

A small grin tugs at the corner of his mouth, giving him a boyish charm. He says, “Before I sold my company, would you like to take a guess who I did most of my work for?”

My jaw drops. He nods. I take a few seconds to unravel what he’s telling me.

“Obviously, Lorna, I can’t make any promises, but I do still have some contacts - if you want them. I can vouch for you and do whatever we need to do. But I have no doubts. You’re an intelligent, brilliant, beautiful, hardworking, dedicated student, so if anyone can succeed - it’s you.”

Ian’s words are kind and touching. But I barely hear them. Only one word reverberates around inside my head.

Beautiful.

Thankfully, Ian mistakes my swelling blush for something else. He steps closer and takes my hands and looks me in the eyes. “I swear to you, all I want to do is help. I hate seeing anyone get down on their luck. From the sounds of it, you’ve been that way for ten years. Let me throw you a rope and get you back on your feet. Don’t worry about paying me back or anything like that. If you need to stay here for a week, a month, however long - that doesn’t matter. Please, Lorna. Will you let me help?”

My heart is skipping beats all over the place. What’s happening to me? Am I feeling this way because he’s giving me a shred of hope, something I haven’t felt in over a decade? Or is it him? His closeness? His warmth? His scent? His eyes - so expressive and deep and handsome - implore me to accept.

“Yes, Ian. Thank you.”

“Good.” He smiles, another charming, boyish grin. “I’ve got all this money, it’s a shame not to put it to good use.”

“I don’t want you wasting it on me.”

“Who says it’s a waste? If it does you good, I’d call that an investment. Besides,” he adopts a dry tone, “I can’t take any of it with me when I’m gone.”

A comfortable silence falls between us. We’re still holding hands and looking into each other’s eyes. After a moment, Ian seems to realize this, too. He lowers my hands and lets go. For some reason, I don’t want him to stop holding me. I tuck a strand of hair behind my ears.

“Now it’s your turn, Ian.”

“My turn?”

“You were going to tell me about this house, right? Why you bought it?”

He nods. “Sure. I guess that’s more than fair. But not here. Let’s go somewhere more comfortable.”
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~ Ian ~

I sit on the sofa in the living room and nod for Lorna to sit across from me. When she does, I nod.

“This might take a while.”

“Like I said, Ian…” she says indulgently.

“Yeah, okay. Anyway, I met my wife in college, freshman year, right here in Ann Arbor. She was from New Hampshire and we were friends first but after I set my sights on her, we became a couple just before she went home for the summer. I was a mess while we were apart and I made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t let that happen again.

“Trouble was, I loved her more than she loved me. It wasn’t terrible, just a little disappointing, like I never knew what it would take, like the old Billy Joel song.”

“Who?” Lorna asks and I almost roll my eyes before I realize she’s kidding.

“Cute,” I say with a smirk and she laughs.

“I thought so.”

“Anyway, we did fine together.” I stop and look away. “And then she died.”

“Oh, Ian. I’m so sorry.” Lorna looks as sad as I feel and I shake my head. “Was it…sudden?”

“That doesn’t begin to describe it, to be honest.” I shake my head again and look at her. “Have you ever heard of C. diff?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“It’s a killer bacteria, although it’s not always fatal. But in rare cases, it can be catastrophic and unfortunately, that was the case with Katie.”

“So, you didn’t see it coming at all?”

“I kissed her goodbye in the morning as if everything was normal because it was, but by the next day she was dead.”

“Oh, Ian. That’s just awful.”

“I know, right? I was devastated.”

“How long ago was it?”

I look away as if I have to think but I know exactly how long it’s been without thinking. “It’s been three years.”

“You didn’t have any kids?”

“No, we didn’t. Katie was a career woman and I went along, although I don’t think I would have made a great father, so it was probably for the best.”

She looks stricken. “How can you say that, Ian? I think you would make a great father.”

“Well, that ship has sailed,” I tell her. “I’m not a young man anymore and the last thing I want is to go to my kid’s wedding or graduation using a walker.”

She rolls her eyes. “You’re what, forty? Forty-five?”

I smile. “I’ll be fifty next month.”

“Still, you’d hardly be an invalid at seventy.”

I don’t voice the obvious assumption she’s making in those calculations. I decide it’s time to change the subject. “So, getting to the house, and the books.”

“Yes, please do.” She nods and moves on, thankfully.

“I told the Realtor I didn’t want any issues when I found out this place was on the market. I’d talked to Neil enough to know that he had no heirs and no intention of donating his books to the library, because he thought the head librarian was a bit of a mercenary or something. I never really gave it much thought until I heard he’d died.”

Lorna gives me a confused look and I clarify before she can ask. “That Neil died, not the librarian.” She nods and I go on.

“I asked if the books could be included with the sale price because I knew no one else would be interested. It turned out to be as much of a hassle because no one knew how to make that happen with no interested party to negotiate.”

She looks confused again. “I’m sorry, Ian,” she allows. “You lost me.”

“No matter,” I say with a wave. “Suffice it to say, I paid two million for a house that isn’t worth a third of that price.” I smile. “I knew if the books were included in the contract price, my Realtor’s commission would be three times what it would have been without the books.”

She looks at me with new appreciation. “Oh, now I get it. Clever.”

“I know, right? So, bottom line is, they’re all mine.”

“Are they worth over a million dollars, though?”

“I don’t care. I don’t plan on ever selling them, so it’s a moot point.”

“But…” She stops and looks confused again. “Do you plan to read them all?”

I chuckle. “That would take a dozen lifetimes even if I was a fast reader, which I’m not. I haven’t read fiction since I was in high school and most of the books are novels. But there are enough rare first editions that I know about to think the collection is pretty valuable.”

“Then why do you want a big collection of books you gave up reading decades ago?”

I nod and lean back. “Well, that’s the real crux of the story. See, the thing about me is that when I’m done with something, I’m done with it.

“When I left teaching to take over the department, I was done with teaching and I knew I’d never go back to it. When Katie died, I knew I was done being married. And when I sold my business, I knew I’d never start another one. I know it’s a tired cliche but it really fits.“

Lorna raises her eyebrows.

“Been there, done that.”

“So, now you’re going to spend all your time just reading?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not. We’ll see. But what better place to find out if it suits me?”

She glances around the room. “I noticed there’s not a TV in the whole house.”

“By design.” I laugh again. “Neil was so militantly against owning a television. He had no idea who was on, who was doing what in popular culture. I think he had no idea who OJ Simpson was, even after the verdict.”

“Who?” she asked but a smirking smile gave her away.

“Seriously, Lorna. I just want to see if I’m interested in living that kind of life for a while.”

“For how long?” she asks innocently enough.

“I told myself to give it a year. If I’m not hooked by then, I’ll try something else.”

She nods thoughtfully but unless I’m completely misreading her, she’s moved on to another subject. I raise my eyebrows to silently ask what’s on her mind. She suddenly looks embarrassed.

“I don’t want you to get the wrong idea, Ian.”

“Ask away. I won’t read anything into it.”

“Are you done with…women?”

I stare at her long and hard.

“Absolutely not, Lorna.”

~ Lorna ~

A heavy silence fills the air between us for a moment. I gaze into his eyes from my chair opposite. The way he looks at me causes a blush to rise across my cheeks.

“Why do you ask?” he says.

“I don't know.” I glance away, wondering why I feel this wave of relief wash over me. “Because you're a good man and you deserve happiness, Ian. The thought of you being alone in this huge house with nothing but books for company, it breaks my heart.”

“You're very sweet to worry about an old man.”

I open my mouth to object to his use of the word old, but the grin on his face tells me it was meant in jest. Instead, I try to approach the topic from a different angle.

“Three years. That's a long time.”

“Not from this end. We were together three years before we got married. It never felt long. The three years I've been alone were far longer.”

“How many women have you been with in that time?” I see his eyebrows rise and realize the question is wildly inappropriate. “No, scratch that, you don't need to-”

“Not at all. It's nice to have these conversations. I assume you're not asking because you intend to judge me?”

I shake my head. He is satisfied.

“For the first year, I was too devastated to even think about it. All I wanted to do was bury myself in work, until even that seemed pointless. In the last eighteen months, I've been with…” He glances away, eyes misting over with memory. “Six. No, seven women. Some my own age; divorcees looking for reconnection. One or two of them were younger than me.”

I'm silent for a moment. Ian mistakes my contemplation for shock.

“I'm still a flesh and blood man, Lorna. I still have needs. Those needs haven't changed since losing Katie.”

“I don't mind. I'm not upset or looking down on you or anything. God, I'm the last person in the world who could judge anyone for their partners. I haven't seen any women's clothing or toiletries in the house. Are any women going to show up unannounced and give you shit for letting me stay here?”

“No.” He says the word with absolute certainty. “I left everything behind in California. Aside from my Realtor, you're the first woman I've spoken to since moving back here.” A wry smile touches his lips. “Besides, all those previous… entanglements, shall we say, were short-lived. We both knew what we were getting into. I'm not in the market for an emotional connection. But a physical one doesn't hurt every now and then. It's nice to remember what I can do from time to time.”

The sparkle in his eyes takes me back ten years, to when I'd sit in the front row of his lectures. I was fully invested in the subject matter. More than that; I was invested in him. His gleeful interest in the subject matter. His passion for teaching and sharing knowledge. It's not hard to imagine him having similar excitement in other, more erotic, departments. Heat rises inside me. Ian notices.

“I hope I haven't shocked you. I'm only trying to be as honest as I can.”

“No, it's not that. Not at all. Honestly, I'm glad. Happy for you. Really. The thought of you - like that - it doesn't shock me.”

“Good.”

“And, just so we're clear, I won't get in the way if you want to date or bring women back here. I probably won't be here all that long, you know, once I find a place of my own-”

“Nonsense, Lorna.” He holds up a hand, dismissing the thought. “You're my guest. As long as you're under my roof, I'll treat you as my partner. I won't bring back dates or kick you out so I can be alone with anyone. That's my promise to you.”

“Your… partner?”

He blinks, apparently as surprised as I am. “Well, you know what I mean. My partner in all matters around the home. While you’re here, I hope that you’ll think of this place as your home.” Ian offers a warm smile. “I have to be honest, the thought of being the only person in this enormous building was rather intimidating to me. But now that you’re here, it seems a little more bearable. I don’t know if that makes any sense at all.”

“Is that because we already know each other?”

“Interesting question.” He pauses, brow knitted together as he ponders my words. For a brief moment, I’m pulled back in time ten years, finding myself in Ian’s lecture hall, watching him mull over a student’s thought-provoking question. Despite the passage of time, Ian is still every bit as handsome, intelligent, and stimulating as he was back then. “Yes, I suppose that it does help that we have history together.”

His eyes rest on me for a long, silent moment. I feel a strange, unfamiliar pull in my belly, as though that gaze is exciting me somehow. But I can’t explain how; he’s literally just watching me and smiling from the opposite couch. Heat washes through me and I am overcome by the urge to speak to distract myself.

“Would you have invited me to your home if we didn’t know each other?”

“What do you mean?”

“Come on, Ian. Surely you wouldn’t have gone out on a limb like you have for a total stranger. If I wasn’t your former student - and if I hadn’t dropped out and disappeared so suddenly like I did - would you be going to all this trouble for me?”

“Another interesting question, Lorna. That’s what I enjoyed most about having you in my lectures.” He flashes a charming smile that makes my belly tingle. “Truth be told, I don’t know for certain. I like to believe that I would; Lord knows I have the time and patience and resources to help almost anyone these days.” Now he gazes into the distance, settling into a memory. “When I first saw you on that road yesterday, obviously I didn’t know it was you. All I saw was a woman in some sort of distress with a heavy bag. My heart immediately went out to you. I knew that I was going to do something to help, even if that was only to help her carry that bag across the street or give her a ride somewhere.” His focus returns to me, sharper than ever. “But then I saw that it was you and I knew with absolutely certainty that I would not allow you to vanish again. Not without a fight.”

Ian’s gaze is so strong that I have to glance away. I sweep my hair back behind my ears. He blinks and averts his eyes. I wonder if he’s struggling to see me as a woman instead of his student.

“How was your room, by the way? Was everything okay?”

“Yeah, it was great. The bed was super comfortable, it was like a luxury hotel. The only thing was that I got a little hot and couldn’t figure out how to open the window.”

“Oh? Well, let’s see if we can’t fix that.”

Ian almost leaps to his feet. A sliver of disappointment pierces my heart, sad that this moment has ended. It reminds me of when his lectures would come to a close and I’d try to quickly think of some follow up questions to ask, just to stay in his presence a little longer. I stand and follow him through the house and back upstairs and along the hall to the room he’s allowed me to use. He glances at the open suitcase splayed on the bed, the contents spilled out in a disorganized heap.

“Are you going to unpack? It’s not mentally healthy to live out of a case, you know.”

“Uh, yeah. I just haven’t, you know, gotten around to it yet.”

He nods, satisfied by my answer, and turns his attention to the window and grips the handle. It doesn’t move. The same thing happened to me in the night and I assumed I was doing something wrong and slept outside the covers instead.

“Huh.” Ian rattles the handle with no success. “You’re right, it is pretty stiff.”

He keeps playing with the window handle, shaking it and making confused sounds. Meanwhile, I busy myself with the clothes on the bed, pushing things into rough groups. Shirts. Pants. Underwear. I start shoving those groups into various drawers around the room, clearing the space piece by piece, until the last thing remaining is a lacy red thong. I snatch it up and take a step toward the drawers. Ian makes a cry of triumph.

“There it is! There was a little key near the top, you just have to turn that and-”
He turns around to see me standing by the bed, holding a lacy red thong in my hands. He stops and stares at it. I flush crimson and toss the thong in the direction of the underwear drawer. It falls short and lands on the floor. Now we’re both staring at my lacy red thong. I laugh, trying to get through my embarrassment.

“Glad I didn’t forget that while throwing all my clothes into bags! That was expensive, you know? Why do panties with less material cost more? I can never figure that out.”

He chuckles and yanks his eyes away from my underwear. His cheeks are almost as red as my thong, but there’s a look in his eyes I’ve not seen before. He’s embarrassed for me, sure, but also a little excited.

“Um, yeah, so, uh, if you get hot in the night again, this should open now. There was a key at the top of the window. I guess the house is kind of old, it’s going to have a lot of outdated features. Together, we can work through all the kinks…”

His voice trails off, as though aware that he just said the word kink out loud while my underwear is right there on the floor. I stride over to my fallen thong and snatch it up and shove it in the drawer alongside all my other panties. I turn and face him, determined not to blush this time. He glances away again. I find my voice.

“Ian.”

“Lorna?”

“I’m not your student anymore.”

He frowns, finally bringing his curious gaze back to my face. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’m not your student. I’m not going to complain to anyone or act as if there’s anything inappropriate about, well, anything.”

“Okay.” He says the word slowly, as though not fully understanding me.

“I’m not your student. I’m a woman.”

Now understanding dawns in his eyes. He looks at me with renewed curiosity and says, “Yes. You are.”

“And you’re not my professor anymore, either. So there’s nothing wrong with anything. I just want to say that out loud. I don’t want you to look at me like I’m still sitting in your lectures.”

“How should I look at you?”

“Any way you want, Ian. Any way you want.”
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~ Ian ~

As I stare at Lorna in her bedroom, I realize how much I’m attracted to her.

And how wrong that feels.

“Lorna,” I say softly, with that tone that is as unmistakable as it is regrettable. “I appreciate…”

She cuts me off. “No, I’m sorry, Ian. That wasn’t right of me to put you on the spot like that. Not after everything you’ve done for me.” She looks away and I am torn between wanting to take her in my arms to comfort her and knowing how that would send exactly the wrong message.

“I’m going to let you finish unpacking now,” I tell her as I edge toward the door. It’s abundantly clear that she’s almost finished unpacking given the few things she was about to fit in that dilapidated suitcase but I’ve already committed to the falsehood so I stick with it. “I’ll see you downstairs when you’re done.” I rush past her and out the door. I don’t look back as I head down the hallway and then down the stairs where I busy myself cleaning up after breakfast.

I finish washing the dishes and cleaning the spatter on the stove while I think about how I much I just fucked up with Lorna. I’ve come a long way in the past few years at calling myself out on shit I do just because I’ve always done it that way in the past and figuring out ways to change my habits and natural inclinations to just keep making the same mistakes over and over again.

It’s time to make those same changes right here, right now.

I’ve made another old-fashioned pot of coffee when I hear Lorna’s footsteps coming down the staircase, so I pour two mugs and wait for her to join me in the kitchen, which she does straight away. I offer one to her as she rounds the corner and she looks at the mug, then at me, then at the mug again as if I’ve confused her completely.

“Ian, we…”

“Let’s sit, Lorna,” I tell her as I hand her the mug and walk toward the kitchen table. “We should talk about this.”

“Yeah, but…” she starts without moving and I wave her off.

“Come on,” I tell her as I stand at the table. “Sit. Please.”

She stares at me for a beat before she takes a reluctant step toward the other end of the table and I smile and sit down. She joins me and we both take a sip of coffee.

“Let’s put our cards on the table, okay?” I begin and her eyes widen slightly, barely noticeable but I do notice. She nods and I smile again.

“I hope I didn’t offend you just now,” I begin softly. “I find you very attractive, Lorna. I always have, which is part of the problem. Back when you were my student, the rules were different, not to mention I was married, so I noticed you but that was it. I noticed you. It’s all that was allowed and that’s all it was.

“Now, we’re in a much different set of circumstances but old habits die hard and I’m not so sure that’s a bad thing. You’re vulnerable right now and there’s no way in hell I should even think about taking advantage of your vulnerability. There are rules about things like that for good reasons and I have always been someone who respects the rules when it comes to men and women. Always have, always will.

“That said, I am very attracted to you, Lorna. You have become a beautiful woman which is no surprise because you always were…” I run my fingers through my hair and give her a crooked smile. “I’m not making a lot of sense here but I hope you understand what I’m trying to say to you.”

She smiles and nods. “I get it, Ian. I do.”

“Good, but I’m not finished.” I take another sip of coffee. “When I was married to Katie, I was low-key unhappy. Nothing extraordinary, I wasn’t looking to make a change or anything, I just always felt like I’d jumped into my relationship with her before we both knew who we were and it was a mistake from the get-go.

“Still, I was devastated when she died, completely devastated. Not just because it was so unexpected but because I had no idea I wouldn’t be married to her for the rest of my life. I suppose she could have left me at some point but there was no way I was going to leave her. I took my vows seriously and planned to stand by them.”

I stand up and go to the coffee pot for a refill. I offer to top off Lorna’s mug but she just shakes her head so I go back to my seat.

“When I began dating, I wasn’t sure what I wanted but I was sure what I didn’t want. I would never again leap into a relationship because I was lonely. I did that when I met Katie during our freshman year and it was a mistake. I vowed never to do that again.”

I wait for a beat to allow Lorna to respond but she just sits there, staring at me. I can’t read anything in her expression so I press on.

“I’m sorry if I’m being rude or making assumptions I shouldn’t be making but I wanted you to know where I’m coming from.”

~ Lorna ~

For a moment, neither of us says anything. I put both hands around my half-empty mug of coffee and try to process what he’s telling me. It’s almost too strange and confusing to fully understand. On the one hand, my former professor - a man on whom I’ve harbored a secret crush for most of my adult life - is confessing that he is also attracted to me.

That’s amazing.

And on the other hand, that same man is telling me that nothing is going to happen about those feelings because he thinks that we’re both too vulnerable to act on these feelings.

That sucks.

I mean, I get it. I don’t get it, but I get it. I don’t like it.

“Thanks for being so honest.” I force a smile that doesn’t extend past my lips. He looks into my face but I can’t meet that gaze. Not right now. My heart is surging and breaking and racing and slowing all at the same time. “I really appreciate it.”

“Do you?” His brow creases.

“Yeah. Kinda.” I take a deep breath. “If we’re both being honest and sharing stuff…”

I let the sentence hang in the air. He nods, running a spoon through the dark, steaming liquid in his mug. I take a long inhale through my nose, preparing myself. Nobody finds it easy to be honest about their feelings - not like this - but I have to say what’s on my mind right now or it’ll fester inside and I’ll spend the rest of my life regretting it.

“Maybe I’ve always had a little crush on you too.”

He blinks. He nods. Understanding dawns in his eyes. He offers a smile. Not the kind of smile that a younger man would give after a woman has confessed her feelings; the wolfish smirk of a man who wants to get his leg over. No, this is a sadder smile. The kind of smile that makes me think the two of us are ships passing in the night, or strangers stuck on opposite train platforms. Close but no cigar. Whatever this strange, unseized thing is between us, it seems destined to remain just that; unseized.

After a short silence - but not so short that I don’t start to worry about speaking my piece - Ian says, “I always kind of had a feeling.”

“You did?” My surprised voice seems way too loud in this quiet old kitchen. “How? Oh, God - I didn’t drool or anything, did I?”

He laughs. “No, nothing like that. It was the way you looked at me. You weren’t just engaged in my lectures or paying extra attention. You looked at me just as often as you looked at the projector. And, to be honest, I’ve been a professor for long enough to know when a student has a crush on the teacher.”

I cover my eyes with a hand. Redness blooms across my cheeks. “Oh, shit. I bet you had girls like me eye-humping you every semester.”

Another laugh. The sound of his amusement makes my heart soar, even though it’s also twisted inside out. “Actually, no. I hadn’t felt anyone look at me that way for a good few years. It felt rather nice. Usually students aren’t that interested in the stuffy old math professor.”

“You’re not old! Or stuffy.”

“Regardless, I’m relieved that it wasn’t all in my head. You know, sometimes we’d talk after my lectures and your questions were so good and engaging that I started to doubt if you were crushing on me or the math.”

Now it’s my turn to laugh. I allow myself to bask in it and enjoy a flicker of relief that he didn’t shoot me down outright or tell me that I was a fool for carrying that torch back then. His deep, rich eyes sparkle with mirth. I take a long sip of my coffee before speaking again.

“No, it was you. Actually, the math wasn’t far behind. Maybe sixty-forty you to math.”

“Those numbers!” He shakes a fist at the ceiling in mock indignation. “Always ruining my game!”

We laugh together. It feels good. My heart still seems unsure about how to respond to this conversation, but the fact that we’re both laughing is a good sign.

“So, um,” I take another steadying breath, “where does this leave us?”

“Leave us?” He frowns.

“Well, yeah. I’ve always had a crush on you and you’ve always found me attractive. But we’re not going to do anything about that.”

“Correct.” He nods, although his expression doesn’t seem as sure as the gesture.

“So, we’re… what?”

“I don’t know. Roommates? Friends? However you want to think of us. I’m going to keep my promise to you, Lorna. I will help you get back to your feet. Whatever you need, I’ll do it. However long it takes.”

His words are sincere and touching and heartfelt, yet they hit me like cold drops of rain. I can’t explain why. We haven’t seen each other in a whole decade; we’re two completely different people than we were before; we both have a load of emotional baggage dragging us down. Despite that, I feel the same way I did all those years ago. Enthralled. Captivated. Spellbound.

But he doesn’t want to act on those feelings.

It’s like taking a piece of the most delicious-looking cake you’ve ever seen, only for someone to take the plate out of your hands. Every part of my femininity yearns for this man, but he’s putting up a wall between us, an insurmountable barrier that neither of us can cross.

Tears sting my eyes. I brush them away with the back of a hand and force a yawn, pretending that I’m sleepy and not getting emotional. He doesn’t buy it.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense. We’ve both just sat here and said that we’re attracted to each other, but nothing is going to happen. It seems so stupid but it makes sense.” I start to giggle. “And you know what the craziest part is?”

He shakes his head, perplexed by my reaction.

“I didn’t cry when my boyfriend ran out on me with thousands of my dollars in his pocket. But I’m crying over this. Knowing that you like me but don’t want me is actually way more upsetting than being robbed and dumped. How fucking stupid am I?”

I put my head in my hands and laugh-cry for several long seconds. A hand touches my shoulder and I let out a sobbing gasp of surprise. Ian is crouching at the table beside me. Even through watery eyes, I can see the concern in his handsome face.

“Why am I even crying? This doesn’t make any sense!” I can’t help but laugh at myself. The last forty eight hours have been the strangest of my entire life. Maybe I haven’t processed it fully yet.

“It’s okay.” His hand gives me a small but reassuring squeeze. “I understand. You’re going through a lot and I’m probably not helping. But the last thing I want either of us to do is make a bad decision because our emotions are out of sync.”

“I get it. I do. I don’t like it, but I understand where you’re coming from.”

“Good. Besides, you shouldn’t be with someone like me. I’ve been through it already. I’m old and washed up. You should be with guys your own age who share your ambitions. Maybe I can help vet the next boyfriend.”

I laugh and place my forehead to his. “Or maybe I should take all this as a sign and avoid dating entirely for a while.”

“Maybe you should.”

Ian pats my arm. He stands. He gathers the used mugs and begins washing them, his back to me. I watch him, my heart swelling with affection and need, only to deflate all over again.

He doesn’t want me. He likes me, but that’s as far as it’s ever going to go.
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~ Ian ~

After breakfast, I drive Lorna to the diner she works at so she can turn in her notice and then to the Admissions Office to get her enrolled for the upcoming semester. She protests weakly again that I’m doing too much for her but I wave her off.

“If you insist, I’ll put together a repayment plan for you,” I say as I pull into the parking lot outside the Student Activities Building and I’m amazed at how young the new students we pass on our way to the office strike me.

“I think that might be the right thing to do, Ian,” she says in a half-hearted tone. If she insists on paying me back, I’ll establish a scholarship fund for students like her who had to take a gap year or two – or ten – before finishing their undergraduate degree.

“Dr. Chandler?” a middle-aged woman in a pants suit with her brown hair pulled back in the style preferred by college administrators says as we’re passing her in as we enter the building. “Oh, my god, it’s so good so see you again,” she gushes as I reluctantly stop to acknowledge her while I frantically try to remember her name.

“How are you?” I ask with a smile plastered on my face, unable to place her nondescript midwestern face.

“Joan Brady,” she says, saving me the trouble. “What in the world are you doing here?”

I nod at Lorna who smiles self-consciously and offers her hand. “I’m helping one of my former students re-enroll this morning. Can you point us in the right direction?”

The woman looks at Lorna and then at me, clearly confused but with a task to focus on, quickly gives us the help I don’t need and points us toward the Admissions Office. I thank her and hustle Lorna down the hall.

“Well, that was awkward,” Lorna mutters as we walk quickly away. “I feel like…” She hesitates and looks at me. “I don’t know what.”

“You’re just a former student I’m helping re-enroll,” I explain, trying hard not to sound condescending. “Why make it into anything else?”

“You know how this looks though, right?” she asks with a sidelong glance as we arrive at the door to Admissions.

“Do you give a shit about how it looks, Lorna?” I ask pointedly. “Because I don’t.”

“No, I guess you’re right,” she says half-heartedly. “I just hate it when people make assumptions when they’ve got no cause to do so.”

I nod as I hold the door for her. Inside, the lines are long as we’re in the middle of the season for this sort of thing and I motion for her to sit while I grab a number to facilitate waiting our turn to talk to one of the clerks. I grab a number as if we’re waiting at the deli counter at a supermarket.

“I really appreciate this, Ian,” Lorna whispers again when I sit next to her. We’ve got a dozen prospective or returning students in front of us so we settle in for a long wait and I want to pat her hand but refrain.

“You don’t have to keep thanking me, Lorna,” I tell her again. “How did your boss at the diner take it when you handed in your notice?” She refused to talk about it right after it happened. I wasn’t sure why quitting a server’s job would be such a traumatic event but I knew better than to press her.

“I just…” she began before she teared up again. “It’s just hard to think about how different everything is going to be all of a sudden.”

“For the better, though, right?” I ask again and she nods while she pulls a tissue from her purse and dabs her eyes.

“Absolutely.” She looks at me again. “Just a big change to process.”

We get her enrolled and her classes paid for with minimal issues and stop at one of the campus hot spots for lunch and a favorite of mine when I was teaching, the Art Museum Cafe. The outdoor eating area is almost full but we snag a table quickly.

“Professor Chandler,” someone calls out from across the space and I’m suddenly confronted with another awkward encounter by someone I don’t really remember.

“I’ll get us a couple of sandwiches to go,” Lorna whispers as I hand her my credit card. I give her a look of gratitude and turn to greet the man who is now shaking my hand.

“When did you get back?” he asks and I motion for him to sit with me until Lorna gets back. “And who was that?” he asks with a sly grin.

“A friend,” I tell him and realize I’ve got to come up with a better way of explaining what I’m doing with Lorna so I don’t come off like I’m sneaking around. Which is absurd but old habits are so easy to fall into.

Not that I ever snuck around on my wife.

I give my one-time acquaintance – he never gets around to mentioning his name – a quick synopsis of my years away and Lorna arrives just in time with our lunch that I can break off the conversation. She looks at me as if undecided to stay and eat at the table or take the sandwiches and make a run for it which is exactly what I want to do.

“Everything okay?” she asks as we walk toward the building that houses the Department of Mathematics without thinking about it. Old habits, once again.

“Let’s head home,” I tell her and she nods. “I don’t need anymore long lost colleagues buttonholing me today.”

“Do you think we might stop at a store on the way, Ian?” she asks tentatively. “I could use a few things.”

I stare at her. “I’ll do you one better, Lorna. Let’s go to the Briarwood Mall and get you everything you need.” It suddenly occurred to me that one suitcase full of whatever she was able to stash in it wouldn’t cut it.

“Ian,” she said softly. “I don’t have any money.”

“I told you, Lorna. I’m going to take care of you. If you want to pay me back at some point in the distant future when you’re running NASA, I’ll keep a running tab for you. But you need things now and I’m going to buy them for you. Think about it as an investment in you and your future.”

She stares at me and tears up. “I don’t know what to say.”

“How about, ‘Let’s go?’” I smile and she nods.

“Let’s go, Ian.”

~ Lorna ~

The ride from campus to the Briarwood Mall is short and I’m grateful for that, because right now I feel far too awkward to make any kind of small talk. Even though Ian had said that he would cover my expenses and help me out for as long as I lived under his roof, I truly didn’t believe he would. After all, I’ve been burned by more than my fair share of guys in the past.

But as soon as he pulls into a parking space, Ian slips that battered leather wallet out of his pocket and says, “I’ll go and sit in the coffee shop while you take my card.”

“Really, are you sure? Don’t you want to come with me and make sure I don’t go crazy?”

“Are you planning to go crazy?”

“No.”

“Great. Because I’m desperate for a latte with some of that hazelnut syrup.”

We walk across the enormous concrete lot together, making small talk. I start to loosen up. All that nervous energy and apprehension I had about re-enrolling in college and taking Ian’s money and basically allowing him to cover the cost of my entire life begins to dissipate. By the time we enter the mall and hear the faint, echoing murmur of other shoppers and the conflicting sounds of music drifting out of a dozen different stores, I even manage a small, genuine smile. I slip my arm through Ian’s as we head toward the coffee store. He doesn’t shake me off or pull away, a fact that brings me an extra uplift.

“Will you want anything to drink when you’re finished?” He hands me his card without acknowledging it.

“Maybe a hot chocolate? I’ll be around twenty minutes, if that’s okay?”

“Take as long as you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

I give him a grateful smile, unable to put into words how much this all means to me. My fingers grip his card tight, determined not to disappoint him. I’m certain the only thing that would upset Ian is if I came back with both arms weighed down by shopping bags and that’s something I’ve never been able to do - even in those rare moments when I had enough money to splash it.

Ian gives me a small wink and turns to the door of the coffee shop. I begin walking further down the mall. My eyes flick toward the display window of a high-end clothing boutique and I pause for a few seconds, studying the mannequin. It wears a gorgeous outfit that’s perfect for me. Long black boots, a tan faux-leather skirt, with a cute white blouse that offers that deliciously provocative yet professional cut around the chest. But then I shake my head. I’m not here to shop for clothes. I have enough of those. Most of them are pretty old, but they’ve got plenty of life in them yet. I need other, more important, things than clothing today. Maybe when I’m finally back on my feet I can celebrate with some retail therapy, but that’s a long, long way off right now.

I pull my gaze away from the cute display of outfits and head deeper into the mall. I run through a brief mental shopping list of all the items I need for my future classes. Notepads. Pens. A new calculator – I haven’t owned one since I dropped out ten years ago. A water bottle. A lunch box. A bag. God, what else does a student need? I haven’t been in a position to ask myself questions like these for so damned long now. It’s refreshing, daunting, and weird.

After almost twenty minutes, I have most of what I’ll need for my classes. I still need textbooks, but I’ll have to pick those up later from the store on campus. Besides, books like that are hugely expensive and I’ve already totalled up more than seventy dollars on this trip. That’s more than enough for one day. The guilt I feel for spending Ian’s hard-earned money has racked up higher and higher the more I use his card and reached an all-time peak. I haven’t felt this wave of sickness since… well, since I dropped out of college and saw the stunned look on Ian’s face.

With my brief mission complete, I head back through the mall. My head swirls with worry that I haven’t bought enough or maybe I bought too much. Even though Ian has been nothing less than a perfect gentleman – maybe too perfect, from my memory of our conversation over the kitchen table – I still don’t want to take advantage of his generosity. At some point in the near future, I’m going to pay him back and I’m already seventy bucks in the hole.

Ian glances up from the table by the window. His smile widens as he sees me and my pulse quickens. Why does that happen, I wonder? Is it the way he looks at me or just him?

“Perfect timing.” He pushes a steaming mug of hot chocolate across the table as I pull out a chair and sit down. “It should be drinkable now.”

I lift the cup and take a moment to inhale. Delicious, rich chocolate fills my nostrils. I lip the cup to my lips and drink. It’s wonderful; thick, rich, and heavenly.

“Thank you.” My heart swells once again. This mug of hot chocolate warms me from the inside. It’s almost as lovely and comforting as Ian himself.

He smiles. God, what a charming smile he has. He says, “Did you get everything you need?”

“Yeah. Most of it. I still need to pick up textbooks.”

Ian scoffs and waves his hand. “Don’t worry about that. I still have most of what you’ll need. Besides, I co-wrote a handful of those books.”

“Thank you.” I extend my hand, offering his card back. He gives me a look, questioning if I’m sure that it’s not needed anymore. I nod. He takes the card and slips it back inside his wallet.

“Please, you don’t need to. Honestly, it’s nice to have someone that I can care about again. It feels like I have purpose.”

“What do you mean by that?” I frown, annoyed that he keeps making himself sound like a bumbling old man and not the healthy middle-aged former professor who sits before me.

“I haven’t had anybody to think about since Katie passed. My only concerns have been what I wanted and needed. Things like food, comfort, moving house, having sex.”

Our eyes meet as he says that last part. I don’t know if he expects me to blush or look away, but I keep my gaze locked on his and offer a wry smirk in reply.

“I hope you aren’t looking at me as some kind of project, Ian?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. I only mean that it’s nice to do something for another person again.”

For a moment, my imagination overwhelms me. It’s so easy to picture myself rolling over in bed on a lazy Saturday morning and looking into that face; into those eyes. It’s all too easy to visualize the two of us lounging together and enjoying a coffee together in bed. It’s even easier to imagine him sweeping me into his arms and rolling me over and-

No, stop it. He’s not interested in me like that.

“Well, if I’m being honest,” I lick chocolate frosting from my lips and put the cup down, “it’s really nice to have someone doing things for me. Even if I’m able to give you back all the money you’ve spent on me, there’s no way I could ever repay my gratitude. Ever since you found me on that road, I feel…”

Water blurs my vision. My throat tries to squeeze shut. But I force myself to finish.

“…hope.”

He sits in silence for a moment. I wipe my eyes with the back of a hand and force myself not to cry, dammit, not here, and offer a weak smile. To my surprise, Ian reaches out and places his hand on top of mine, offering warmth and comfort and unity. He even brushes the back of my hand with his thumb, sending little tingles through me. I can’t help but feel my heart beat quicker at the sensation of his gentle touch.

“I wish I could help everyone who needs it,” Ian says, his voice soft and his gaze wistful. “I built my company to help people, but I never saw the fruits of those labors. I can’t lie, Lorna. Seeing you smile and rebuild yourself is one of the most satisfying moments of my life.”

My heart beats faster. If this was one of my cheesy romance novels, he would take my face in his hands and we’d kiss at this moment. But, again, I have to remind myself that he doesn’t see me in that way.

A woman nearby pushes away from her table and stands to leave. She pauses and throws a glance in our direction, her eyes flicking between Ian and I. She spies our touching hands. A tiny wrinkle appears in her brow, as though disapproving of the age difference. I shoot her a look. She turns her gaze away and shuffles in the direction of the door. I concentrate on the man in front of me. The handsome, well-educated, absolutely wonderful man.

“And I won’t lie to you, Ian, running into you and finally feeling like I’m worth a damn is one of the most satisfying moments in my life. Scratch that, the most satisfying.”

“Wow, lucky me.”

“I’m serious. You give me a lot of reasons to smile.”

He grins, face filled with warmth and kindness, those amazing eyes gleaming in delight. He releases my hand and I lift the mug to my lips and drink it down. If there is anything more soothing for the damaged soul than hot chocolate, I haven’t found it yet.

~ ~ ~

Ian rolls the car to a gentle stop outside his luxurious home. I can’t help but look through the window at the stunning building looming over us. My fingernails pinch my thigh to prove that it’s real. Sometimes it all seems like a wonderful, comforting, dream produced by my overworked and overstressed mind. I keep expecting to snap back to reality at any moment and find that I’m still back in my shitty one bedroom apartment with the cop and the landlord watching me pack. But it’s real. I am really here, staying in this stunning home with a man for whom I have nothing but admiration and respect.

And desire. But I won’t think about that part.

I open the trunk to grab my shopping bags, but Ian is already there, reaching inside and grabbing them by the handles. He offers me the house key.

“Here, you can go and open up.”

I take the key and bounce ahead, feeling lighter and freer than I have in a good many years. I open the front door and hold it for Ian to go ahead. AS he passes me, I note a small smirk on his face. It’s a curious expression, a playful one. Something tells me that he’s harboring a secret of some kind.

We walk into the comfortable seating area together and he puts the bags down. My eyes immediately focus on something unexpected. There’s an extra bag in the middle of the assortment. One that’s not mine.

“What’s that?” I nod toward the bag.

“What’s what?” His playful grin turns into a mischievous smile.

“The bag, silly. Where did that come from?”

“It’s your shopping, not mine.” Ian’s gleeful face reminds me of a child successfully pulling a cheeky trick on a parent. He’s almost hopping on the spot.

“I didn’t buy that.” I move closer and pus the other bags aside to see this mystery item in more detail. I frown. It’s a bag for that high-end clothing boutique I passed while walking into the mall. “I definitely didn’t buy this. It wasn’t on my list.” I look at Ian. “Did you buy yourself something?”

He finally breaks and says, “Go ahead, look inside.”

I give him a look of suspicious curiosity and open the bag. I gasp at the contents and pull them out. The bag contains the exact outfit that I was admiring on the mannequin earlier; long black boots; a tan faux-leather skirt; with a cute white blouse that offers that deliciously provocative yet professional cut around the chest. My jaw drops.

“What is this?”

“Isn’t it obvious? It’s for you.” A sudden look of worry flashes over his face. “Don’t you like it?”

“I love it, but – why?”

He shrugs. “I saw you looking at it. I could tell that you wanted it. What other reason do I need?”

For the second time this hour, my vision blurs and the world swims through water. I fight back tears and say, “Goddammit Ian, you…”

“I hope I got the size right.” He moves over to my size, checking the tag on the blouse. “It was mostly guesswork, but I have the receipt.”

“How did you do this? I had your card!”

“You had a card, Lorna. Aren’t you going to try it on?”

I shoot him a look of pure gratitude and walk around the corner, letting a wall separate us. There’s no need to be a prude or lock myself in a bathroom. It’s just the two of us in this huge house. Besides, he’s too much of a gentleman to try and sneak a peek – even if he was interested in me like that.

Silence falls as I concentrate on the task in hand, stripping down to my underwear and leaving today’s outfit in a neat pile on the floor, before stepping into these stunning new clothes. The faux leather skirt hugs my hips, framing these smooth thighs in a way that I can only describe as eye-popping. The blouse sits snug across my chest. Maybe it’s a little on the small side, but it definitely makes the girls stand out. I slip my feet into the long black boots and zip them up, enjoying the sensation of having my calves encased in a firm, warm grip.

Now dressed in my new attire, I take step to the side and examine myself in a large mirror with an ornate gilded frame. The sight almost takes my breath away. I look ten years younger. I look beautiful and professional and elegant and sexy. I look like a student again. Even my ass looks good and perky and firm in this.

“How is it?” Ian’s voice floats around the corner.

I smile at my reflection and stroll around the corner, my new boots making a satisfying tap on the hard old floor. Ian turns at the sound of my approach. He opens his mouth to say something, but nothing comes out. His face slackens. He looks me up and down, eyes sweeping the length of my body. He swallows. I can’t resist a grin at his stunned reaction.

“Well? How do I look?” I turn on the spot, letting him get a good view of every part.

All Ian can do is give a slow nod, his wide eyes still glued to me. Finally, he says, “Yeah. It’s nice.”

“Just nice?”

“You look beautiful.”

A heavy silence falls between us. He looks in my eyes as though seeing me for the first time. We say nothing. I look at him. He looks at me. Former professor and former student. Man and woman. My heart beats so hard I swear it must be visible on my chest. Every part of me wants to rush toward Ian and leap into his arms and cradle him and kiss him and thank him and kiss him-

Ian takes a step toward me. There’s a curious expression on his face. Conflicted. Yearning. Composed. Barely in control. He opens his mouth and speaks. His voice is low and husky.

“Lorna…”
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~ Ian ~

“Yes, Ian?” Lorna whispers as she looks up at me. “What is it?”

I stare at her, unable to make a sound. I look her up and down again, which is almost obscene but it’s not like I can help myself. My eyes are drawn to her in a way I haven’t felt in years. It’s like I can’t look away. I certainly don’t want to look away even though I know I’m being completely inappropriate, even rude, and so blatantly sexist. The thought rumbles around in the back of my head that I picked this outfit for her and paid for it, dressed her, in effect, for my benefit, for my pleasure, my enjoyment. What was I thinking?

But she isn’t objecting to the way I am raking her body with my eyes. If anything, she seems to be almost revelling in my attention, unlike any woman I’d ever been with. It feels so wrong to me but she looks so good. She looks… amazing.

“Lorna,” I say again, unable to formulate a coherent thought. No, that’s not true. I have a thought. I just can’t vocalize it. I can’t. I shouldn’t.

“Are you…” she says with a sad look. “Disappointed?”

The word hits me like a punch in the gut. “Disappointed? No…” I’m flailing, desperate to make things right with her but unable to say what I feel. Have I always been this repressed? Is it the age difference? The fact that she was my student a million years ago? That’s she’s living in my house? That she’s totally dependent on me? That our situation is fraught with…what? Danger? Impropriety? Toxic something-or-other?

“Then what is it, Ian?” she asks in a tone that makes my heart ache. I’m hurting her with my inability to articulate just how much I want her. I have to make that much clear to her.

“It’s just that…” I begin, flailing for the right words, assuming the right words even exist. “You look incredible, Lorna. Absolutely stunning. But…” I stumble again. I’ve haven’t been this tongue-tied since I was a teenager. Even then I didn’t feel like I was overstepping my position and abusing my status – I was just a scared, inexperienced kid.

“It’s just what?” she asks, still not losing patience with me but edging closer and closer to that cliff. Even in my current confused turmoil, I can sense that much, It’s now or never.

“It’s just that…I feel drawn to you.”

She doesn’t smirk, thank god. “Drawn to me?” she asks evenly, without a hint of sarcasm or irony.

“You know what I mean,” I tell her and immediately feel like I've copped out, like I put the onus on her to figure it out which is wrong, so wrong. I can’t do that. I can’t.

“I want you,” I whisper.

“I want you, too, Ian,” she whispers in the most serious, satisfying, honest tone I could hope for. Not a hint of hesitation or indecision.

“Really?” I ask inanely. “I mean, I don’t want you to feel like you have to…”

“Ian,” she says as she steps toward me. When did we get so close that she closes the gap between us with one step? She puts her finger on my mouth to mercifully shut me up. “Stop talking,” she adds and it’s the most incredible order I’ve ever heard in my life.

She lowers her hand and just stares at me through hooded eyes that are even more intoxicating for being unexpected. Is she this good at seduction or am I…what? Desirable? Available? Rich?

Stop. What am I doing? Am I trying to fuck this up? What the fuck, Ian? What the fucking fuck? She’s opening that door, the one every man dreams of when he is with a woman like Lorna, so do the right thing and walk through that damn door, you idiot. Just do it.

“Lorna,” I say as I step closer and wrap my arms around her waist. I pull her to me and she comes willingly, her eyes close and her head tilts back and her lips part and I can’t help but kiss her and she’s so soft and exquisite and delicious. The taste of her lips, the feel of her body as she presses against me, as she allows me to hold her, as she holds me, her hands on my shoulders until they slide up to my neck and the back of my head and she pulls me in to deepen our kiss, her tongue insinuating itself between my lips and intertwining with mine in a silky, sensuous dance of subtle desire.

I slide one hand down her back to her belt and she lifts her leg to wrap it round mine, inviting me to cup her cheek and pull her tight to me, my erection impossible to hide but she clearly doesn’t want me to conceal my excitement from her. She runs her fingers through my hair and kisses me even deeper and moans into my mouth and I moan back.

“We need to…” she begins but doesn’t finish. She just peels her body from mine and takes my hand to lead me to the bed. I let her, relieved that she’s being so forthright about her intent, her desire, her need. It’s been a long time since I felt this kind of need from a beautiful woman and it suddenly strikes me that above all else, Lorna is a beautiful woman. I love that. I need that.

I want to undress her but I hesitate and she begins to undress herself. I mirror her and we’re naked before long. I can’t take my eyes from her gorgeous body. Her breasts are natural and full but so firm, with tight areolas and hard nipples. She’s clearly as excited as I am which is a relief. I’m hard as blue steel, no problems there, thank god, although I can’t imagine how the sight of Lorna wouldn’t excite me. She comes to me and presses her soft body against mine to kiss me again. She takes my head in her hands and it is so fucking sexy I’m beside myself.

“I’ve been dreaming about this moment for years,” I hear as she breaks from our kiss and whispers in my ear. “I want you so much, Ian.”

“I want you, too,” I moan with all the need in my voice I can muster. “So much.”

~ Lorna ~

Ten years ago, I used to fantasize about this. Ten years ago, this very scenario used to run through my mind on loop, as though set to repeat forever. Sometimes the background details changed – we might be in his office or my dorm room or even a quiet train car –  but the core of the fantasy was always the same. Me. Him. Us.

Now it’s not a fantasy. Now it’s real. So real that colors seem brighter and sounds seem louder and every sensation is more intense than ever before. The bedsheets – Ian’s bedsheets – are soft and welcoming and the soft evening light drifting through the bedroom window – Ian’s bedroom window – casts a romantic glow over the two of us.

He kisses me, his tongue swirling and dancing and caressing my own. I feel the heat of his burning need in that kiss; his desires, his urges, his yearning. There’s a raging inferno in my belly now, white-hot and spreading fast.

I moan into his mouth. I’m melting into the bed, into his arms, into his kiss. Ian’s hands – strong, soft, powerful hands – caress my body, gliding from my shoulders to my hips and back again. His red-hot, rock-solid manhood presses against my belly, sending fresh waves of pure desire through me. As much as I can feel Ian’s hunger for me, he’s still playing the role of a gentleman and not grabbing or pawing at my body. I take his hand and place it on my breast. He cups me with a gentle grip, but there’s a furious power bubbling beneath the surface, as though he’s holding back with all his might. My hard nipple pushes into his palm. I moan again.

He breaks off our kiss and looks into my face as though searching for permission. His eyes are partially glazed by lust and burn from within, yet they’ve never seen so clear and focused.

“Are you sure?”

“If you don’t fuck me, I’m gonna go crazy.”

My urgent voice seems to awaken something inside him. Ian’s hand grips my breast with more strength now. He shifts his body above mine, positioning himself at the perfect angle to approach. I open my legs wider to welcome him and warmth spreads along the length of my inner thighs. I don’t need to use my fingers to know how warm and wet I am already. I’ve had a dull aching heat in my womanhood since the moment Ian welcomed me into his home.

The tip of his member brushes my silky lips. The entrance to my temple blooms open in response, as though craving him. We lock eyes. For one brief moment in time, neither of us moves. Are we savouring the moment or fearing what might come after?

Then Ian pushes forward. My eyes widen. My lips part. A sharp inhale hisses through my teeth. The head of his manhood presses against me, meeting the tight hole of my entrance. For a brief moment, there is a little resistance. But my sex is soaking wet and his manhood is unrelenting and our bodies need this. I feel that blissful moment when my body welcomes him and the gentle sensation of his cock pushing through my resistance and I let out another gasp of delight as he begins to plunge inside.

His eyelids half-close with the pure joy of filling me. I clutch the bed and groan up to the ceiling, giving a wordless cry of thanks. His manhood seems to claim every part of my tunnel, stretching and swelling and conquering me like no man before. Is it because I’ve lusted after him for so long? Or because he’s so different to my previous lovers? He’s older, wiser, more caring, with two additional decades of experience. All my former lovers were boys. He is a man. I can already feel the difference.

“Lorna…” My name leaves his lips in an erotic half-sigh. He pushes his full length inside me, burying every wonderful inch with one firm, relentless stroke. Our bodies are pressed together on the bed. I raise my legs and drape them around his waist, not letting him move.

“Oh, God – Ian…”

He kisses me. A long, intense, hungry kiss. It’s different to before; that was a kiss of lust. This is a kiss of ownership. Ian slowly eases back now, allowing his wonderful cock to slowly glide down the length of my tunnel, gently brushing against my inner walls and applying sensual pressure to all the right parts. He already feels big – definitely above average if not in the top ten percent of men – but that wonderful, delicious slowness only makes him feel even larger. I moan into his mouth, unable to stop myself.

Ian slowly glides forward again. His movements are gentle and careful and expertly considered. He breaks off the kiss, breathing hard, his face flushed with passion. I gaze up into his eyes, loving the sight of my former professor bearing down on me, his arm muscles bulging as he holds himself in position. He pistons his body at an unhurried pace, as though not wanting to hurt me. After several deep, gentle strokes, he says, “Is this okay for you?”

I clutch his arms and allow my fingernails to push into his skin and I say in a lusty hiss, “Fuck me, Ian.”

A shadow crosses his face. I can almost feel him fighting back against his base urges – the need to be a concerned, caring gentleman versus his masculine desire to fuck – and he hesitates.

But only for a moment.

Ian finally throws caution to the wind. He stops all pretense of restraint and civility. His eyes turn hard, still burning with passionate fury, and he begins to pump me with passionate determination now. His gentle pistoning movements become a series of steady, driving thrusts, plunging his cock to the deepest part of my tunnel, pushing every inch inside me over and over and over.

“Ian-!”

His name leaves my lips in a wild gasp. I arch back on the bed, my body moving as if by animal instinct, hips rolling up to meet his thrusts and take all of him. The air around us seems to thicken, as though our breathless moans and the rhythmic drumbeat of our colliding bodies is becoming solid.

Ian’s jaw clenches with the effort of fucking me. His body tenses and his breath comes in short, sharp rasps of passion. I grip his arms, my legs tightening around his waist. The momentum of his thrusting causes me to rock on the bed, my breasts bouncing and shaking and jiggling. A lesser man would stare or grope them, but Ian keeps his gaze locked on my face with laser focus, watching my expression twist and turn as he fucks me deeper and deeper into new realms of wonder.

“Oh, fuck! Ian, yes!”

My shrill voice floats around the silent house. The bed rocks beneath us, squeaking and creaking with our energetic burst. Ian’s movements reach a crescendo, a frantic plateau, and he starts to gasp. His manhood pulses and throbs inside me. He stiffens. I know exactly what he’s going through. I’ve been with enough guys to understand.

“Cum in me!”

For one brief moment, my lover looks torn, as though he can’t fully commit one way or the other. But then he crosses the point of no return. Ian pumps my aching pussy with renewed savagery – that incredible masculine fury that always makes a woman feel truly fucked – and begins to unload a spurt of hot, thick, creamy cum. I gasp in delighted shock. There’s no feeling quite like that of being fucked and filled like this. I grab his ass and pull him into me so he doesn’t spill. I need all of this. I’ve waited ten long years to receive this man’s cum and I’ll be damned if any of it is going outside my pussy.

“God, Lorna!”

The way Ian moans my name in erotic ecstasy is better than any music I’ve ever heard. I cling to his body, loving the sensation of his cock trembling inside me and the feeling of his warm cum flooding me and the sparkle of delight in his eyes. I moan and coo and sigh, nodding in encouragement, silently begging him to give me every fucking drop of his passion. I want it all.

We stay locked together like this for what feels like minutes, gazing into each other’s eyes, his length buried all the way inside me. I feel his cock pulse and pump and empty all his wonderful cream into my yawning cave. We stay locked together until Ian’s climax subsides and his balls are drained inside me. I let out a little sigh of sensual pride. Ian, meanwhile, is back to his old self. He looks stunned by what just happened between us.

“Lorna.” He swallows. “I…”

“I swear to God, Ian, if you apologize or say that this was a mistake, I’m going to cry.”

He closes his mouth and offers a wry smile. “Maybe I wasn’t going to say that.”

“You’ve got nothing to be worried about, Ian. That was… wow.”

We kiss again. This time is softer, slower, gentler. Our passions still bubble beneath the surface, but they are under control – for now. I still desperately need more, but it can wait a short while.

Ian eases out of me. Warmth pools at my freshly-fucked entrance and I let out a groan of contentment. When was the last time I felt so complete like this? Not with my last boyfriend. Maybe not even the one before. It’s been years since a man made me feel so safe, so content, so complete. He nestles at my side and cuddles into me, draping an arm over me belly. There’s a short silence before he speaks again.

“I didn’t even think to put on a condom.”

I giggle. “Did I say you needed to?”

“No, but… I’m usually better at asking. And I’ve never finished inside before without knowing… you know.”

I roll to face him and nuzzle our heads together. It’s strange how a man almost twenty years my senior can seem so young and unsure. I kiss his head.

“Relax, Ian. It’s okay. I’m a big girl. I handle my own contraceptive and everything.”

“Okay.” He unclenches beside me. “I don’t know what came over me. I keep telling myself that I’m looking after you and I have a responsibility not to take advantage of your situation…”

I take his draped arm and place it on my chest so he can caress me. I say, “Do I look like I’ve been taken advantage of? Seriously? Because I just had sex – good sex – with someone I’ve crushed on for a decade. And it was worth the wait. You’ve got to stop thinking like a professor. We’re just two adults now. There’s nothing wrong with it.”

He looks at me with total seriousness for a moment, then breaks into a broad grin.

“What? What’s so funny?”

“I was just thinking that I’ve stopped being a teacher, but apparently I’ll never stop learning.”

We laugh together for a moment. Then I say, “I don’t feel like I taught you anything. That was all you.”

“Not physically. I mean emotionally. Attitudes to sex are so different these days. I used to be quite jealous when I taught students. I’d see these beautiful young women and handsome men having their pick of the student body and dating different people every week. I grew up in a very different generation. When I met Katie…”

His face falls. He looks away.

“What’s wrong?” I nudge him.

“I probably shouldn’t bring up other women while I’m in bed with you.”

“Do I look mad?”

He searches my face. “No. But even so…”

“Keep talking or I’ll take your hand off my boob.”

Ian smiles. God, what a smile. It makes me feel like ice cream on a scorching sidewalk. He says, “Let’s just say that neither Katie nor myself had a wealth of experience before we met. We had to learn as we went along. I’m always in awe of the younger generations and their breezy approach to sex. To me, it’s always felt like a big deal, a commitment, something you take seriously.”

“I don’t know about you, but this felt like a big deal to me.”

He smiles, but my joke doesn’t distract him. “But you were far more willing to go through with it than I was. I worried that doing this would form some kind of unbreakable contract between us. I don’t know if that makes sense.”

I nod. My body is warm and tingly. It’s so wonderful and natural to have Ian lounging naked beside me, his hand on my breast and his cum flowing through me. After a moment, I say, “But you’ve been with other women since Katie, right?”

“Yes, I have. But that was different. We were both upfront about what we wanted and how it was going to happen. Besides, I didn’t…”

He hesitates. I wait for him to continue.

“…I didn’t care about any of those women. Not in the way I care for you.”

My heart swells like a hot air balloon, expanding and lifting and soaring into the sky. “You care for me?”

“Yes.”

The word leaves his mouth in a quiet whisper, but it seems to echo around the room.

“I care about you too, Ian. And, for the record, this doesn’t change anything between us. I’m not gonna start making demands of you or anything like that.”

“Thank you. I’m still getting my head around the way people approach sex so casually these days. Don’t get me wrong, it’s nice – better than nice – but damn if it isn’t strange, at least in my opinion.”

“I am more than happy to continue your education in that department. I’ll grade your efforts, if you like?”

We giggle. He kisses me. His hand massages my breast, kneading the flesh with a skilled touch. Heat blooms once again in my belly. I still need him, but I’m content to wait. This is a magical moment and I don’t want to spoil it by rushing ahead.

“I hope there will be regular opportunities to learn?” His eyes gleam with eagerness.

“Definitely. I’m a hands-on teacher and I believe in practical lessons.” We share a knowing smirk. “And, for what it’s worth, if you want to do stuff like go on dates or whatever, I’m okay with that.”

“Really?” He can’t mask the genuine surprise that flickers across his face.

“Yes. I don’t own you and you don’t own me. We’re two separate people and we’re not married or anything like that. Sex is just something we do together – if you want, I mean?”

Ian offers a warm smile. “I’d like that.”

“Me too.”

His lips touch mine again. Soft and slow. Long and deep. A kiss of gratitude and lingering desire. A girl can always tell when a guy has finished performing for the day and Ian is far from done. I can feel it in the way he kisses me.

For a moment, we lay on the bed together in a comfortable silence. Then Ian says, “I must confess, the casual attitude to sex is refreshing.”

“In what way?”

“It takes some of the pressure off. I suppose the best way to describe it is to compare playing tennis. If you play with a friend, it’s enjoyable, but if you play in a competition, it’s more daunting. You feel like you have to do a good job.”

“I’ve never thought of it like that.” I reach down into Ian’s lap and cup his manhood in my hand. It’s soft and warm and coated in my juices. “I’ve always thought that sex was fun and if something is fun, it should be enjoyable. If you’re taking sex seriously, you're probably not doing it right.”

“Ah, so that’s where I’ve been going wrong all these years.”

We giggle together. The afternoon sun casts a golden light through the window, lending the bedroom a comfortable, calming atmosphere.

“It’s the truth.” I allow my hand to caress and massage him. “We don’t live in the old days anymore, women don’t have to be silent, people can have sex with anybody they want. Men, women, whatever. I don’t judge.”

“Women?” His curiosity is piqued. “Have you – I mean, I don’t want to pry.”

“I’m an open book. Ask me anything. I promise, you can’t shock me and I won’t be offended.”

“Promise?”

“Cross my heart.” I take his hand and use it to draw an X over my breast. He cups my boobs again immediately after. An encouraging gesture.

Ian pauses, trying to get the wording correct before speaking. “Have you been with a woman before?”

“I’ve been with women, yes.”

“More than one?”

I can’t stop a naughty smile from tugging at the corners of my lips. Ian blinks in surprise. It reminds me of being in his lecture hall and answering a particularly tough question without any hesitation. I lower my voice to a sultry whisper and say, “More than one.”

“Oh.” He corrects himself. “I don’t mean oh like it’s a bad thing or-”

“Relax, it’s okay.” I chuckle and kiss his cheek. It’s weird – and endearing – to see him looking flustered, especially after we’ve already had sex. It must be one of those generational things. “I was just as surprised as you when it happened the first time.”

Ian opens his mouth but closes it again without saying anything. I can see that he wants to ask but his cheeks flood with color. My heart swells again. It’s so cute to see him like this. I take charge and start talking.

“The first time just kind of happened. I was at a party, had a few drinks, ended up sharing a bed with another girl and, well – why not, right? We were both adults, both in college, and it was just the two of us.”

“How, uh, how was it?”

“Good.” My eyes flash with sensual memories and I allow a smile to linger on my lips. “I’ll let you imagine the details, but it was a fun experience. Girls love girls differently to guys. She was softer. More tender. She liked to touch me and her hands felt so different.”

His manhood begins to swell at my touch. I grasp and tease him, my fingers gliding back and forth in the creamy pussy fluid clinging to his shaft.

“What about the other times?” Ian’s eyes are glazing over with desire as his body succumbs to its lustful needs.

“There was only one other time. So far, anyway.” I throw out a naughty wink that makes him draw a sharp breath. “I got dumped by this jackass and my roommate helped me get over it by inviting her boyfriend over and getting us all drunk. Have you ever had a threesome, Ian?”

He shakes his head, unable to speak.

“It was fun. A lot of fun, actually. Me, him, and her. A whole bottle of tequila and a night of good memories.”

“So, uh…” He clears his throat. Maybe he’s struggling to think because the thought of me in that situation is clouding his mind, or maybe it’s the way I’m slowly, gently, lovingly reawakening his manhood with a skilled hand. “Do you consider yourself – I mean, are you – bisexual?”

“Hmm, good question. Would you like it if I was?”

Ian gives a non-committed shrug.

“I don’t think I am. In all my life, I’ve only had two experiences with girls and I sure don’t regret them. Maybe I’m inclined to be curious? I don’t want to put a label on myself, but if a hot girl expresses an interest in me, why shouldn’t I see where it leads?”

His manhood is almost back to full hardness again, throbbing in my hand and pulsing with raw power. The feel of it – warm, firm, yet soft – makes my pussy tingle all over again.

“I feel I can’t possibly compete,” he says, with a sheepish smile. “I’m just one guy.”

“And I’m more than happy with one guy, believe me.” I kiss him on the lips, letting him feel how much I long for him. “Sex is fun. It should always be fun. Like you said about tennis, right? Playing a game with one partner is great, but inviting others to join you changes it up and gets way more interesting.”

“I never thought about it like that. I guess I have a lot to learn from you.”

“You sure do, Ian. Speaking of which, ready for the next lesson?”

He smiles. I don’t need him to say anything more. I throw my leg across his lap and roll on top and sink down, down, down, onto his wonderful cock and take it all the way inside. I moan in delicious pleasure and link my fingers through his.

“Game, set…”
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~ Ian ~

The next few days are a revelation to me. I look for signs of regret or discomfort on Lorna’s part, anything that would sound an alarm bell in my head about what we did. Maybe it’s because I don’t want to see anything or maybe it’s because there’s nothing to see, but we’re fine, better than fine together. If anything, it’s even easier to be with her now that we’ve been intimate. Which is as it should be, I suppose, but in my experience, it seldom is.

Maybe my experience just sucks before Lorna.

With my wife, I never felt like she was all that interested in sex and over the years, her attitude seemed to coalesce around the general idea that less was more, or as I came to think of it, ‘Please don’t, but if you must, please hurry.’ Looking back on that disfunctional relationship, I have trouble separating what happened and my perception of what happened and now that she’s gone, I can’t even ask her if I’m crazy or if that’s the way it was. Not that I’d get an unbiased opinion from her as we all remember things differently, especially when it comes to something as fundamental as sex.

Am I rambling? I feel like I’m rambling.

With other women I had relations with after my wife died, I always came to the table with my own preconceived notions, many of them holdovers from my marriage but some that just made life difficult in that regard. I always imagined, whether from natural inclination or learned behaviors, that women were less interested in sex than men and the woman I was seeing at any given time was less interested in sex with me that I was interested in having sex with her.

Confused?

Join the club.

With Lorna, I didn’t feel any of that. I didn’t attack her the next morning, much as I wanted to, but held back to see how she reacted to the change in our relationship. I have to say, I was thrilled with her reaction. She practically dragged me back to bed after we had coffee together and I was blown away once again by how much she seemed to enjoy the way we made love together. I know I was but I’m a frumpy fifty-year-old man and she’s a gorgeous thirty-year-old woman who could do a hell of a lot better than me but she didn’t act that way and how fucking cool was that?

So fucking cool, let me tell you.

I kept watching for signs I was misreading the situation over the next week but nothing jumped out at me. Nothing even bothered me just a little bit. It was like we were completely compatible which I didn’t think was possible. So many men, both in the popular culture and among my circle of friends over time complained about their sex lives, about how the women in their lives just weren’t interested. All the stories about women who were sexually adventurous, or just sex-positive, were just that – stories. Porn, of course, is rife with women who can’t or won’t control themselves but everyone I know thinks that porn is made by men for men and the women who can’t get enough sex are just fantasies, ginned up to sell tickets or ads or whatever it is the porn industry sells these days to keep their multi-billion-dollar empire thriving.

With Lorna, the opposite was true. She seemed to be the genuine article, a woman who loved sex and better yet, loved sex with me. As much as I looked for evidence to the contrary, I couldn’t find any.

Then I decided to push things a little.

When I took Lorna shopping that first day at the mall, I expected her to buy, if not an entire wardrobe for school, at least more than one outfit. I was thrilled with the outfit she bought – it made her look great, sexy as hell – but it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

So I started ordering things online for her. Things I thought she might like but also things I liked because they flattered her in a way a man – that man being me – would appreciate. Short skirts, tight skirts, sexy blouses, dresses with slits up to here, or short hemlines, or flared skirts that reminded me of Marilyn Monroe on the subway grate in The Seven Year Itch. Shoes that had really high heels, strappy and open to show off her gorgeous feet. Sexy underwear. Lingerie. The whole nine yards.

I gave her something new almost every day and she never once told me that it was inappropriate, or too suggestive, or over-the-top, or anything else. Better still, she never took my gifts as conscious or unintended quid pro quos, meant to buy her affection or physical attention or anything else. I would have stopped and apologized profusely if she had given me the slightest provocation to back off but she never did. She just accepted everything I bought for her with undiluted delight and joy, something I realized I’d experienced far too infrequently in my life.

I was on top of the world.

Then it got better.

I noticed that Lorna left her laptop open and she had something in her basket in an account at a store I’d bought something I loved for her, a skirt that was short and loose at the hem like a tennis dress which reminds me of the analogy she used about sex whenever she wears it. The new item is a blouse that would match it perfectly so I buy it as soon as I see she put it in her basket and close her laptop. She doesn’t say anything about it but when it comes the next morning, she gives me this cute little smile that tells me everything I need to know. And later that night, when she leaves her laptop open again for me to find, there are more items in her baskets and I buy them all for her with priority shipping.

I’ve never had so much fun shopping in my life.

All the while I was shopping for Lorna, I kept looking for signs that what I was doing was making her uncomfortable. I didn’t want her to think that I was buying her sexual favors because that wasn’t how I saw it. I just liked buying her new, sexy clothes to wear. And she seemed to enjoy receiving and wearing sexy new things.

But I’d been married long enough to know that just because I wasn’t seeing it didn’t mean it didn’t exist. My late wife was a master of making me feel like an idiot for not being able to read her mind. And some of the women I dated were cut from similar cloth. I heard the same complaints from other men as well – it’s not enough that you do everything you can for a woman, you’ve got to anticipate her needs, wants, and desires by osmosis or something. Asking was beyond unacceptable – if you loved them, their thinking went, you wouldn’t need to ask.

But as much as I looked for signs that I was missing her subtle or invisible signals, I wasn’t getting any. Which I didn’t want to get because we were having so damn much fun but still. I’m not the brightest penny in the jar but I’m not the dullest, either. So as good as the sex was, and it was so fucking good, I finally screwed up my courage, sat Lorna down and asked the unforgivable question.

“Am I missing something?”

She looks back at me in confusion that turns to fear. “Missing what?” she asks at last.

“Well, I know we’ve been having fun, don’t get me wrong,” I start, almost losing my nerve but steadying myself as well. “It’s been great. I’ve never been so…happy.”

“Then what are you talking about, Ian?” she asks tentatively.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “It just seems too good to be true.”

“What does?”

“Everything.” I stand up but she stays seated on the couch. I pace back and forth in the living room. “I’m having the time of my life, Lorna. It’s almost too good.” I look at her but she’s on the verge of tears. “Look, I know I’m an idiot for bringing this up,” I say softly as I sit next to her and take her hands in mine. “But I don’t trust my instincts with you. It’s almost like you’re…too good for me. Too much for me.” I hang my head. “Too something. I’m not sure what.”

“Can you give me an example?” she whispers. I can’t look at her.

“Yeah, this morning,” I say softly. “You were sleeping but the alarm for your class was about to go off. I woke you up. I wanted you even though I knew you didn’t have time. It was selfish of me but I couldn’t help myself. I just wanted you. And when I woke you up, you didn’t hesitate, you didn’t make me feel guilty after the fact, you didn’t say a word about being late for class, you just gave yourself to me. I was blown away.”

“And that was wrong of me to do that?” she asks in a small voice.

“No, that’s not what I mean. It was just so…unexpected. I’ve never been with anyone like you, Lorna. It’s destabalizing. I love it but it’s messing with my head.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

“Do you want to stop?”

“No, Ian. I love this, what we’re doing. I’ve never been so happy in my life.” She looks away and then turns back and tears are streaming down her cheeks. “I don’t understand why that’s a problem for you.”

“It’s not, Lorna. It’s not. I’m just…” I search for the right words but I can’t find them. Maybe they don’t exist. “I’m just an idiot.”

“No, Ian. If there’s one thing I’m sure of in all of this, it’s that you’re the best thing that ever happened to me.” She touches my chin and lifts my head until I’m looking into her wet eyes. “You are not an idiot. You are the kindest, most incredible man I’ve ever known and I just feel so lucky to be with you. I can’t tell you how good it feels to be with you. I’ll never stop feeling that way, Ian. Never.”

“Lorna,” I say gently. “You can’t know that.”

“I can and I do. This is perfect. You’re perfect.” She hesitates but then she says it. “I love you, Ian. I love you so much.”

I almost couldn’t breathe. “I love you too, Lorna.”

~ Lorna ~

Every time I think this can't possibly get any better, it does.

I'm back in college, working my butt off to catch up and learn as much as I can. I'm staying in the most amazing house I've ever seen. I'm living with a man who seems to delight in buying me every kind of outfit imaginable - some suitable for the classroom, others only wearable in the bedroom.

And he loves me.

I blink away tears of pure happiness and look into those shining eyes. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. I'm sure. I know it hasn't been all that long and, hell, we're not even technically dating, but I love you and everything you are and everything you've brought to my life. I don't know if I'll ever be able to explain it, but I feel so free.”

My heart could burst.

“Please don't scare me like that, Ian. I thought you were about… I don't know, turn this beautiful thing upside down for no reason.”

He gives a small, embarrassed laugh. “Why did I do that? Maybe this whole thing just feels too good to be true. You and me, having this amazing yet casual relationship, it's better than. It’s so new and so incredible. I can’t stop waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

I laugh. I can’t help it. Something about this whole absurd moment just seems so stupid and silly and amusing. None of it makes any damned sense and it’s hilarious. Ian eyes me, his expression nervous.

“Ian, this is the weirdest admission of happiness I've ever heard. Why on earth would the other shoe need to drop?”

He flounders for a moment, jaw twitching as responses enter his mind and leave again just as quickly. All he can do is give a feeble shrug and say, “I don’t know. Back when I was married, any time I felt like things were going well, something would come out of nowhere and spoil it all. I just assumed… Doesn’t make any sense now, does it?”

I hold up my left hand. “Do you see a ring on this finger?”

“No…”

“Then what’s the issue? Honestly, Ian, I totally understand where you’re coming from. Sometimes I wake up and wonder if my life is going to go back into the toilet without warning, but then I see you and… I know that everything is okay.”

His lips purse and he holds back a smile. It’s the look every man has when trying to hide how much something means to them and how emotional your words make them feel. I take his hands and place them on my thighs.

“Now, I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but we’ve just said that we love each other. That’s kind of a big deal and I think we need to mark the occasion.”

What did you have in mind?”

We share a conspiratorial smirk. I lean back on the couch and lift one leg, so that the bottom of my dress only barely hides anything intimate.

“For starters, you need to see how cute my panties are. And then you need to take them off.”

Ian’s smirk turns to a grin of hunger. He does as I ask. Within a few minutes, all that previous awkwardness is gone, blown away by a tornado of passion and lust.

~ ~ ~

My life falls into a strange and wonderful routine. By day, I am a student again. I carry a bag of books and notepads. I take lunch in the cafeteria with my peers and we debate and theorize and discuss our lectures together. It’s fun. It’s exhilarating. I feel more energetic and focused than I have in a decade.

When class ends for the day, I head back to Ian’s house and return to a life of domestic bliss. We eat together. I tell him about my day. When I’m struggling to grasp a particular concept, Ian explains it in terms that I can understand. Sometimes I pretend that I didn’t follow my day’s lectures, just so he can talk at length about the subject. Sure, Ian isn’t a professor any more, but he still has the fire and the drive and the passion. Listening to him talk with such excitement about mathematical subjects almost makes my heart feel full. He even watches over me while I run through various modules and pieces of coursework, sometimes encouraging me to add a few extra paragraphs and expand my learning.

And then there’s the lovemaking. Oh, God, is there ever lovemaking! Sometimes we can’t wait and my clothes are off within seconds of walking through the front door. Other times we enjoy a long, slow build and resist our urges until late in the evening. But we don’t miss an opportunity to make love as often as possible and not a single day goes by that doesn’t feature at least one orgasm for both of us.

Ian’s erotic eagerness and sexual appetite are both delightful and engaging. You would never guess that he’s a man in his fifties from the way he gets into the action. I’ve been with men less than half his age who didn’t possess one iota of his stamina, energy, or enthusiasm. I almost wonder if he’s making up for lost time. It’s the perfect mix of an older man’s patience mixed with the excitement of someone far younger.

On days when neither of us has any reason to leave the house, we indulge our passions to the full. Long, languid, luxurious bouts of slow and steady sexual euphoria give way to fast, frantic, and furious sessions of intense fucking. No two rounds are alike and every erotic moment we spend together only deepens our need to continue exploring together. I’ve never had a relationship like this; both perfectly undefined yet fundamentally solid. It’s so relaxed and easygoing that sometimes we make love on the couch, take a shower to get washed up, then go to sleep in separate rooms - if we’re finished for the night, that is. More often than not, we’re in the same bed, causing the headboard to furiously thump against the wall until we finally collapse and drift off to sleep.

If my life is measured in stages, I’ve gone through childhood and adulthood, followed by a decade of disasters and disappointment. This new stage feels like a renaissance in every sense of the word. I am spiritually, emotionally, and physically born again.

Life continues at this breezy, gentle pace for almost two weeks, until one day I return home from college to find Ian standing in the middle of the kitchen, surrounded by clutter and chaos. Cupboards are open, with all the contents scattered across the floor and over the table. Ian is muttering to himself and wiping down the surfaces with a cloth and a spray bottle.

“Woah!” I look around the mess with wide eyes. “What happened?”

Ian sighs. He stops wiping and looks at me with a downcast expression. “I made a terrible, terrible mistake and now I can’t stop.”

“Uh… okay.” I put down my bag and pick my way across the kitchen. Almost every inch of space is occupied. It’s like navigating a minefield. “You want to talk about it or shall I run like hell?”

He throws the cloth down and puts his hands on his hips, brow furrowed and jaw set. He says, “All I wanted to do was sweep the floor. That’s how it started. Turns out, all the cleaning supplies are out of date. So I go to the store and buy more. Then I started wiping things down. Before I know it…” Ian gestures at the carnage occupying the kitchen. “I haven’t even sat down since you left this morning. I’ve been doing this all day. And this is only one room! This place is huge, there are probably rooms that haven’t been properly cleaned in years, Lorna! Years.”

I take his hands and guide him away from the kitchen, out into one of the many hallways in this huge house. He glances back at the kitchen, but I put a hand on his cheek to recapture his attention.

“Obviously, this is kind of a big job. Too big for you or me. Have you thought about maybe getting outside help?”

“Do you mean a professional?”

“Maybe a team of them. They could split out the house by compass point and work in stages.” I give him a big smile. His frustration melts away. “Come on. We’re going to leave that for today. Let’s order pizza and relax.”

“But-”

“I’ll make you a deal. If you forget all about the kitchen for the rest of the day, I’ll do something with my mouth that you’re definitely going to enjoy.”

That gets his attention. He smiles and says, “Before or after pizza?”

“Why not both?”

He takes my hands and guides me to the couch. As promised, I help him forget all about the kitchen.
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~ Ian ~

After we make love and eat pizza, Lorna tells me about a woman she used to work with at the diner who is a good cook, a professional housecleaner, and someone she knows well enough to offer her recommendation. But as she tells me about Teri, I get the sense that there’s something she’s not telling me.

But I bide my time.

“So, I know that Teri is struggling, sort of like I was, although I’m pretty sure she doesn’t have a rat-fuck bastard in her life stealing her money.” She deadpans me and I laugh appreciatively. But I’m still wary.

“I worked with Teri for almost two years and we really got along well, even during the lunch rush when all hell would break loose now and then. There’s nothing like a crowded diner to separate the good from the not-so-good. Teri was always good.” She looks at me and flushes unexpectedly. I don’t say anything but I’m sure she noticed that I noticed. I wonder how long she’s going to keep putting up this front.

“So, you’ve convinced me, Lorna,” I tell her during a lull in her monologue, which seems too forced to be entirely true. I wonder if this might be our first fight, or mild disagreement, regardless of how well we’ve gotten along until now. “What’s the next step in your mind?”

She looks away and again I’m struck by the feeling that she’s hiding something. It’s not a strong feeling, and I’ve already stepped on my dick enough to know that I could easily be doing it again if I make a big deal about nothing. I let the silence simmer for a few seconds. She finally looks at me and shrugs.

“What?” she says as well. “Is there something on your mind, Ian?”

I smirk. “Is there something you’re not telling me, Lorna?” I counter and hope that she doesn’t come down on me like the proverbial ton of bricks for answering her question with another question. But that’s not the issue. Not ever close

She blushes.

Hard.

“What is it?” I whisper, wondering if it’s something big. Too big to even mention. What could it possibly be?

“Well, yeah,” she says at last. “There is something, Ian. I’m just not sure how to talk about it with…” She looks at me and her eyes narrow. “With someone like you.”

“Someone like me?” I ask, confused. “What’s the problem with me?”

She shakes her head. “No, there’s nothing wrong with you, Ian. You’re just…” She bites her lip. If I didn’t know better, I swear she’s flirting with me, but we just made love for the umpteenth time so that can’t be it.

“I’m just what?”

“Old,” she whispers.

“I’m…old?” I ask, astonished. “You’re just coming to that realization now?”

She laughs and it’s clearly a relief laugh, not heartfelt, more an escape, like she was trapped and now she’s not because she laughed. I’ve used that ploy myself at times but it rarely worked. I’m not as nice to look at as Lorna is, though.

“Well, not old-old,” she continues uncomfortably. “Just…older.” She sighs dramatically which isn’t like her At least, not that I’ve seen so far.

“Older than what? You? No duh.” I regret my tone immediately but there’s nothing I can do to change it and I’m still confused. “Can you be more specific?”

“Look,” she begins and raises her hands. “Let’s start over.” She shakes her head. “What I’m trying to say is that Teri is…” She stumbles again and I’m more than a little surprised that we’re still talking about this woman named Teri.

I just wait as patiently as I can.

“So, Teri is struggling,” she says and I resist, barely, the temptation to say that she’s repeating herself. “But she’s really attractive. And we got along really well.” She looks down. “And I was thinking that maybe we could help her out by offering her a place to stay.”

My mind reels. “Are you saying…?” I begin but she just nods and smiles again. A cute little smile that tells me everything I need to know.

As if…

“I thought you said you weren’t bisexual, Lorna,” I say as gently as I can.

“What? No, that’s not what I’m getting at, Ian. Well, it’s sort of what I’m getting at but not really. Not totally.” She looks at the ceiling and blows out a breath. “God, you’re making this harder than it needs to be.”

“I am?” I ask, genuinely surprised that I am in any way at fault here. “How do you figure?”

“Okay, let me do this a different way, Ian,” she says as she reaches for her phone in her back pocket. She flips it on and manipulates the screen with the agility of a concert violinist before she turns the phone toward me. “This is Teri, Ian,” she says with mystifying pride. “See what I mean?”

I stare at the screen and see a blond woman who is attractive but I’m still confused as to why that matters. I look at Lorna with my eyebrows touching my hairline and raise my hands, palms up, in the universal signal of helplessness.

“No, not really,” I add, needlessly to my mind but Lorna looks puzzled. What am I missing, I wonder.

“You wouldn’t mind having this woman living here with us, would you, Ian?” She shows me her screen again, then she thrusts it at me. “Would you?”

I take her phone. “I don’t see…” Until suddenly, I do see. “Wait, what?”

“Yeah, exactly.”

“Why would we do something like that when everything is going so well with just the two of us, Lorna?”

She sighs and takes her phone back. “We don’t have to,” she says in that tone that all women have when a man, and it’s always a man, has disappointed her. And I thought we were going to dodge this bullet.

“No, I want to talk about it if I’m missing your point and it’s pretty clear to me that I’m totally missing your point, Lorna. So quit beating around the bush and tell me what you mean.”

She sighs again. “You’ve given me so much, Ian. You’ve given me pretty much everything. This is my one chance to give you something.”

“Is she yours to give, Lorna?” I know it’s a dumb question but it seems like the right one to ask just the same.

“No, of course not. But I can put things in motion and if it happens, I’d be fine with it.”

“You wouldn’t be jealous?” I ask without really asking. “I find that hard to believe.”

She sighs again. “See, that’s where the age thing comes into play. I’m not going to be jealous of you and Teri if anything happens. I’m just not. We’re having fun but it’s not like we’re in an exclusive relationship or anything. And who knows,” she says with a sly smile. “Maybe I’m the one who gets lucky with Teri. Like I said, we got along great and I know for a fact she’s bi.”

I rock back on the chair and stare at Lorna. I’m not buying what she’s slinging for a second. What I’m most surprised about is that she’s slinging it at all. I guess I am older than her but maybe that’s a good thing because this is a bad idea. A really bad idea.

“Look,” she says at last. “I know what you’re thinking and maybe you’re right. But I like Teri and I think she’d fit right in here. And if nothing ever comes of it except we don’t have to cook or clean, I can live with that.” She eyes me hard. “Can you?”

“Yeah, I guess I can live with that.”

~ Lorna ~

He studies the photo a while longer, his thoughtful eyes scanning Teri’s pretty face. I wonder what’s running through his mind at this very moment. Perhaps he’s imagining my former coworker as a maid, cleaning this enormous house room by room. Maybe he’s thinking about how good it would be to hire somebody with the skills and time to devote to the basic household maintenance neither of us has really worried about since rooming together. Or maybe…

Maybe Ian’s imagining that pretty blonde woman in his bed, her hands on his body, breathy moans filling the air, the bed gently creaking under the weight of their rhythmic movements. Maybe my man - so straightlaced and uptight - is wondering what it would be like to live with not one but two eager and willing young women. Finally, he nods.

“And you think she’ll drop everything and move in to take care of this place?”

“To be honest, I don’t know for sure.” I take the phone and turn it back to me. Teri’s pretty face beams through the screen. Pretty. Blonde. Young. Sexy. “But all the time we worked together, she was having various problems. Bad roommates, crappy job. She wanted to get her cleaning business off the ground, but it was a struggle to fit in with everything else she did. But it wouldn’t hurt to ask.”

“Okay. We’ll go to the diner and find out if she’s willing to help us keep this place in order.” He cracks a smile. “But maybe we should ease her into our arrangement, don’t you think? It might come across kind of creepy if you and I invite her to move into this little sex cult.”

We laugh. I put my phone away and kiss him again. My heart could burst with happiness. After everything he’s done for me, I finally have some way to return the favor. Not just by finding someone to help him around the house, but with additional company for all the hours I’m not home during the week. And if their relationship blossoms into something similar to ours… well, I don’t mind at all. Like I’ve told Ian before, we don’t own each other. He’s neither my husband nor my boyfriend; he is free to do whatever with whoever. I’m just grateful that I can play some small role in that.

Plus, I’m at least sixty percent sure that Teri will be more than up for some kind of favors-with-benefits situation, like I’m enjoying with Ian right now. I smile at my lover.

“She’s totally your type.”

“My type?”

“Yeah. Smart. Beautiful. In need of help.”

“You make me sound like a crazy cat lady collecting strays.”

I laugh. “Maybe you are. My crazy cat man, changing lives for the better.”

“Promise me one thing, Lorna.”

“Depends what it is.” I smirk, but his face is more serious and thoughtful. “What is it?”

“No matter what happens, I don’t want us to stop enjoying ourselves.”

He looks me in the eyes, ensuring that I understand his meaning. A slow smile spreads over my lips. I say, “Why, Mister Chandler, are you intending to have your way with me?”

“Absolutely. Every single day.”

His hands glide along my thighs. He offers that charming, yet knowingly dirty, smile; the smile of a man with only one goal on his mind. My body reacts almost instantly. A balloon of pure heat rises in my belly. What is it about this man that causes me to respond like this? I’ve never had this kind of visceral, all-consuming, burning desire for any man before. It’s like my lust is constantly bubbling just beneath the surface and all it takes is a single look or touch or comment to boil me over. Sometimes I feel like a horny teenager again, barely able to keep my urges in check, but then I remember that Ian is acting in almost the exact same way toward me and that makes it all okay.

“No matter what?” I look in those sparkling, evocative eyes. “What if Teri moves in and she’s trying to clean around us?”

“Then she’ll have to wait until we’re finished.” His hand glides higher and pushes under my skirt. It’s so hard to remain calm when Ian is this close to my intimate regions. I fight back the urge to sigh or moan for him.

“What if she wants to join in?”

“I’ve never been with two women at once. But I’m always eager to discover new things.”

“And what if she wants me all to herself?”

“I couldn’t blame her for that.”

Now his fingertips brush my mound. Electricity crackles through my brain. What comes next is inevitable - and guaranteed to be wonderful - but the tease only makes it all the sweeter.

“And what if Teri isn’t interested in this little arrangement we’ve got going on?”

“Then nothing will change between us.”

He parts lip intimate lips with a careful touch, as though preparing the stage for the show to follow. I try to keep my expression calm and composed, but heat is flooding my cheeks and my eyelids are fluttering with sudden weight.

“And what if-”

“Enough talk.”

Ian moves closer. He crushes his lips to mine in a fierce kiss. His hands explore me at length, taking his time to press all the right buttons and cause that balloon inside my belly to soar to intense new heights. I’m a yearning, begging, delirious mess before we even begin the sweet, delightful task of making love.

As we lay together afterward in a warm embrace, my body and heart full to the brim, I can’t help but love him for everything he has done. This man, this knight in shining armor, swept across my life and saved me. If I hadn’t tried to cross the road at that exact moment so many weeks ago - or if my lousy ex-boyfriend hadn’t skipped out on me when he did - who knows where my life would be right now? The only thing I know for certain is that I owe it all to Ian. And I will spend every available minute of my life showing him how much I love him for it.

My love for him is limitless.
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