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

~ Ian ~

Just as I started getting used to having two beautiful women at my beck and call,

Lorna tells us she has a third in mind for us all to consider.

My mind is still reeling when Teri and I meet Jamie,

Of course, she’s gorgeous.

And interested?

Perhaps.

~ Jamie ~

I’m lost in a swirl of sensual eroticism, emotional turmoil, and personal upheaval.

My life has improved in every way, but I can barely keep up.

Not that I have a problem with it all.

It’s been thrilling, to say the least.

And disconcerting.

In every way imaginable.
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~ Ian ~

I’m standing in my kitchen feeling like a kid again, but not in a good way. It's more like I got caught with my hand in the cookie jar.

“Will you be joining us for lunch?” I ask the woman eyeing me the way a tomcat eyes a wounded bird – she’s smiling, but there’s a distinctly predatory cast to her look. It’s disconcerting even if I kind of deserve it. I should have known better than to tempt fate.

“I just ate,” Jamie says with a hint of mockery. Or is that my imagination? Or my guilt? “But you guys go ahead,” she continues, glancing at Teri, who has turned a deep shade of red.

“Sorry,” Lorna cuts in. “I should have called to tell you we were coming. And early, to boot.”

“Ya think?” I ask with an eye roll for the ages. “We would have baked a cake.”

“I did bake a cake,” Teri says without irony, and I have to laugh. We all do, all except Teri, who is looking around like a lost child. “What?”

“No, it’s fine,” Jamie says with a hint of snark, and who can blame her? She’s here to interview me about my book collection for the school newspaper, but she walked in on Teri and me in the throes of… something. We weren’t doing anything, but that’s not stopping me from feeling guilty as hell just because of the way it looked. Years of being away from the job of educator have not enured me to my instincts for bending over backward to avoid any hint of impropriety with young women, even if Teri is well past college age. That Lorna has gone back to school to finish her education and is older than Teri shouldn’t matter, but it does. Neither should our visitor’s age matter, but it does. Of course, it does.

Lorna continues. “I’m sorry, guys, but Jamie and I ran into each other at the coffee shop, and I said I’d run her over to the house, but I should have called. We just got to talking and, well, you know the rest.”

“No problem,” I tell them, which even I don’t believe as the words leave my mouth. “I can take you for a quick tour if you like, Jamie.”

“Great,” she says with what appears to be real enthusiasm. Maybe I’m jaded from having dealt with the press in my role as a CEO in Silicon Valley for the past few years. Jamie is hardly in the same league as those vipers who would sell their souls to catch someone like me in any sort of compromising position, whether or not it had anything to do with the company or was just salacious, or worst of all, both. A good friend of mine got bounced from his startup because a local reporter ginned up a story about how he was rude to one of the…oh, never mind.

“Follow me,” I tell her as I lead her out of the kitchen and into my study, where a small but prestigious part of my collection sits on display for no reason except the pride of the man who put the collection together over the past few decades. I throw open the door to add a little drama to the reveal in the hope that she’ll cut me some slack during the interview.

“Oh, wow,” she says softly as we enter the room. “This is amazing.”

She’s not wrong. The study or library is lined with built-in bookshelves along all four walls, with large windows interspersed between the columns of books to allow an abundance of natural light into the oversized room. A wheeled ladder that you might find in English estates stands at one end of the room, while sofas and overstuffed chairs in keeping with the eclectic decor of the entire house fill the room but don’t overwhelm the expansive space. Two beautiful Oriental carpets cover a small portion of the polished hardwood floor and add to the ambiance of a quiet place of reflection that the books already offer.

“This is quite a collection, Ian,” Jamie says as she walks down the row of shelves with her eyes darting from one well-known title to another. “Are some of these first editions?”

“Most of them are,” I say with pride. I’ve never been one to get excited about ancient books before I bought the house and the collection, but if she’s impressed, I have no problem leaning into it. I’m beginning to see the appeal of owning the original print of books that became classics after the fact.

“That’s extraordinary,” she says as she looks at me for the first time in the room. “Can I touch them, or should I be wearing gloves or something?” She smiles, and I can’t quite figure out if she’s leaning right back to mock me or if she’s as taken with the collection as she seems to be. I decided to go with it and let the chips fall where they may.

“No gloves needed, Jamie,” I tell her, and she doesn’t laugh at me, so I guess that’s a win for the home team. She grabs a book without appearing to choose it, but it’s one of the rarest and hence most expensive books in the room, so perhaps she is a true aficionado after all. It’s a first edition of Tess of the D’Urbervilles by Thomas Hardy, one of my favorites.

“Are you a fan?” I ask.

“Of Hardy? Oh, yeah. And this one,” she says as she hefts the oversized volume. “I know Far from the Madding Crowd is more famous, but Tess breaks my heart every time I read it.”

My eyes go wide. “I couldn’t agree more. Are you studying English literature?”

“Not just English lit, but nineteenth century. This one is a treasure as I’m sure you know.” She puts the book back in its slot and looks across the expanse of my favorite room in the house. “This is quite a collection, Ian. I think Lorna undersold it, honestly.”

“Wait until I take you downstairs,” I tell her, and her eyes go wide.

“There’s more?”

I give her a quick smile. “So much more.”

We walk out of the library to the stairs that lead to the basement, where the bulk of my collection is displayed. I glance into the kitchen as we walk past and am relieved that Lorna and Teri are no longer there. I’m not sure where they went – I’m not sure I want to know. But not having to deal with another encounter with them in front of Jamie is a small relief.

“So, you’ll have to forgive me for being skeptical,” I tell her as we head down the stairs to the lower level. “But I wasn’t sure Lorna was being straight with me when she told me about your interest in my collection.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Jamie says. She’s prettier than I expected, with chestnut hair, a heart-shaped face, and a great figure. When Lorna first mentioned having her over to interview me for the school paper about my book collection, I thought my young roommate had ulterior motives in mind. I haven’t ruled out that possibility, but Jamie’s ability to have a coherent conversation about an obscure 19th-century English author made it much more plausible that she’s the real deal.

“What are your plans after you graduate, if you don’t mind me asking? I can’t shut down the former professor in my head.” We’re just about to reach the bottom of the stairs, but she launches into a quick explanation anyway.

“I’ve applied to the graduate program with an eye toward getting my master's and then my doctorate if I can swing the cost.” We reach the bottom step just as she adds, “Of course, the prospects for English post docs in this day and age – wholly shit!” she almost yells as the rows and rows of bookshelves that fill my basement come into view. “This is beyond belief, Ian.”

“Thanks,” I reply modestly. “It made buying the house a no-brainer for me.”

“So you really did buy the house just to get the books?” Jamie says as she scans the scene in all directions. “Lorna said something about that, but I thought she was exaggerating, to be honest.”

“Yeah, no,” I reply, using a phrase I despise. I mean, which is it? Yes or no? What the fuck? Is Jamie making me nervous? Putting me off my game, such as it is?

“I retired recently and needed something to occupy my mind,” I explain. “This seemed like it had potential.” I wave my hand at a library worth of books, far more than upstairs if not as valuable.

“You look way too young to be retired, Ian,” she offers, and I smile like I always do when I hear that sentiment.

“I got lucky.” I look at the stacks again to guide the conversation back to the books.

“Are these all first editions, too?” she asks in wonderment.

“No, nothing like that. These are the product of the lifelong fascination of an old friend who loved books, loved collecting books, and couldn’t bear to part with them prior to his passing. I’m glad to be the beneficiary of his eccentricities, though.”

“I bet,” Jamie says as her eyes keep wandering across the collection. “Do you even know what you have here?”

Her question is one I’ve been thinking about lately, but coming from her, it sparks a connection in my subconscious I didn’t know was there.

I give her a look and add, “You know, now that you mention it…”

~ Jamie ~

For an older man, he seems kind of cool. Not in a dad-rock kind of way, but in that grounded, earthy, knowledgeable kind of way. He dresses well, looks after himself, and there’s a genuine giddiness in the way he’s showing me around these rooms filled with aging antique tomes. His gaze sweeps slowly around the library like a searchlight in the mist, as if he is performing mental calculations on the total estimated value of this room.

“Honestly, Jamie… I’m not sure. I suppose various collectors might be able to put a more accurate value on the books, but I couldn’t even begin to imagine.”

“Look there.” I point to a nearby shelf. “You’ve got Dickens, Austen, Carroll… That one shelf is worth more than my apartment, even if they aren’t all first editions.”

“I never really thought about it like that.” Ian strokes his chin, lost in contemplation. “Perhaps I should get a professional to assess what I’ve got?”

The back of my neck tingles as it always does when something is gnawing at me. Sure, he seems like a decent older guy, and so far he hasn’t acted inappropriately toward me, and this is strictly a professional encounter, but that’s only what he wants me to think. I can’t forget the simple fact that Ian Chandler is a rich man. Not just well-off levels of rich; he’s wealthy. He’s throwing around the kind of money that people like me can’t even fathom. Even the few rooms of this house I’ve seen so far scream money. The place is a cross between a living museum, a palace, and a castle.

And he lives here with two young women.

I can’t forget that part. Lorna was pretty cagey with the details, referring to Ian both as “A guy I know” and also, “The guy who owns the place where I’m staying” across our few brief chats. I assumed - a stupid mistake that my journalism professor would rightly lambast me for making - that he was some kind of landlord or eccentric book collector. But he isn’t.

No, this guy is older than me by some twenty years. And he’s richer than I could imagine. And he lives in his huge house with Lorna and apparently has some kind of personal maid.

The skin on the back of my neck tingles again. I say, “Are you seriously telling me that you, what? You paid for this house without knowing what was here?”

“Not quite. I’d been to this house before, back when my friend Neil lived here. It was a few years ago, and the collection was smaller, but I know how much he cared for the books. It broke my heart to think about all these shelves being pulled apart and auctioned off, especially after he’d dedicated so much of his life to gathering these works.”

I raise an eyebrow. “So you just said, Sure, I’ll take the place, leave everything as it is, put it on my card. Is that how it went?”

“Close.” He shoots me a sideways smile. “I paid for it with a check.”

My eyes almost roll out of their sockets. Rich people are the worst, I swear. This guy is doing a better job than most at appearing to be humble, but his experience of life is a world away from mine. His aw-shucks act might have pulled the wool over Lorna’s eyes, but I’m not so easily fooled.

“So, an interview.” Ian pulls his attention from the books and fixes me with his gaze. He has bright eyes that are hard to avoid. “How do you want to do this? I have some chairs in here, or we can sit in the kitchen.”

“Here is fine. Your maid said something about cake?”

“Maid?” He pauses, brows creasing for the briefest of moments. Then he laughs. “You mean Teri? She’s not a maid.”

“No? Just your personal baker?”

He laughs again, but I detect a blush rising along his neck. He says, “No, no. Nothing like that. She looks after the house.”

“Oh, I see. You bought her along with the books?”

“Bought-” He blinks. A look of shock crosses his face. It’s either a genuine expression or he’s a hell of an actor. “No, I didn’t buy Teri. I employed her. She’s a professional housekeeper with her own independent business.”

“She must have a lot of other customers besides you.”

The blush climbs higher up his neck. “I think we’re getting sidetracked here. The books-”

“Are interesting, sure. But I’m also interested in you, Ian. I’m interested in the kind of man who drops a couple of million on a house, apparently to protect its library. Kind of strange, don’t you think?”

“N-no, I don’t believe it is. If you get to know me, you’ll learn that-”

I can’t resist the urge to smile. I’ve got him. “Oh, you want me to get to know you? Like your housekeeper knows you, is that right?”

For a moment, he blusters and flusters and stammers as if he has no idea how to respond. I take a pen and notebook from my bag and sit down in one of the comfortable, expensive-looking chairs in the library. After a few seconds of stunned silence, Ian sits opposite.

“Shall we begin the interview proper, Mister Chandler?”
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~ Ian ~

I’m suddenly on edge, wondering why I agreed to do this interview. If Lorna thought that anything would come of my meeting her new friend, the way things are going now shoots down that notion. If anything, I feel like I’m about to get ambushed by the press, something I’ve had to endure before but swore I’d never let happen again.

So what am I doing here?

“I thought we agreed you’d call me Ian, Jamie,” I state evenly.

“Fine, Ian,” she sniffs as she pulls her phone out of her back pocket and holds it up as if to ask if I’m okay with her recording our conversation. When I nod, she asks, “What's your story?”

I lean back in my chair. “How far back do you want me to go?”

“The beginning?” she asks with more than a bit of attitude. “How did you go from being a tech mogul in Silicon Valley to a book collector, for starters?”

I sigh. “As you must have heard, I used to teach here at Michigan,” I begin, happy to go over familiar ground again. “I was a full professor and department head for almost ten years when I left to try my luck at entrepreneurship in California a little over five years ago. That worked out better than I ever would have thought when I sold my company to a private equity firm. I’d always wanted to come back to my roots here in Ann Arbor, and when I heard this house was for sale, along with the books my old friend and colleague Neil Grafton left when he died last year.”

“I checked the public records and saw you paid way more than a house in this neighborhood would sell for under normal circumstances, Ian. Was that because the books were part of the deal?”

“Exactly right, Jamie. I wanted to make sure I got the collection intact, so I wrote that into the contract. It’s not uncommon for furnishings and fixtures to be added to the purchase price, you know.”

“But this collection isn’t like a dining room table or a chandelier, is it, Ian? This collection, based on the price you paid for the house, is worth almost seven figures.” She stares at me without smiling as if she’s on to the biggest scoop of the century here on Mulberry Street.

Maybe she is.

“I wanted to give all parties involved the incentives they needed to get what I wanted. And it worked out well for everyone.”

“I suppose coming from the tech startup world, you know how to work with incentives,” she says with a bit of snark.

“For the record, I think you’re overstating the value of the book collection. By a lot.”

“And yet you have no idea what it’s worth. I find that strange.”

“Well, maybe you could help me figure out what I’ve got here, Jamie,” I offer in a casual tone, doing my damnedest to ignore how hard she’s baiting me. And from the look she gives me, it seems that I caught her off guard.

“I don’t know anything about old books, Ian.” She looks around. “And I wouldn’t know where to start. It would take an army of librarians to deal with this many books.”

“See, that’s the thing, Jamie. I don’t trust librarians to leave me in peace. The school librarians hounded Neil to leave the collection to the school in his will. I don’t want to put up with their relentless self-interest.”

“Jeez, Ian. You make a bunch of librarians sound like Bond villains.” Her tone is borderline disrespectful, but she’s so delightfully sardonic that I have to laugh.

“Yeah, right. Seriously, though. What would you say, Jamie? I’d pay you for your time, of course.” I don’t tell her how much, I just let her chew on the thought for a few seconds. I doubt that Lorna told her about our deal or Teri’s, for that matter. But perhaps…

“What do you have in mind? I have a full schedule and my duties as managing editor at the paper,” she offers. Which I find interesting – she didn’t turn me down.

“What would it take to make it worth your while? I wouldn’t require a lot of your time, just your expertise.” I smile winningly.

She scoffs and rolls her eyes. “What expertise is that? I don’t know shit about old books.”

“And yet, you knew right off that Tess was Hardy’s better if lesser-known works. That’s gold, Jamie.” I shift forward in my chair. “But more than anything, I need someone to keep me on task. If you come by even just once or twice a week, it’ll light a fire under me to get the project up and running. And it sounds like your interests are perfectly aligned with my friend if you’re majoring in 19th-century English literature. Neil was a chaired professor in the department for almost two decades.”

“Wait, what? Was your friend William N. Grafton? As in the John Sterling Professorship holder?”

“He’s the one,” I respond enthusiastically. “All his friends called him Neil.”

“I’m following his curriculum and it’s brilliant,” she gushes. “I had no idea he had a serious collection, let alone one like this.”

“Now you see why I want to keep it intact?”

“Oh, yeah. Totally.” She eyes me for a few seconds. “But you’re serious about me helping you figure out what he’s got? He didn’t keep records or anything?”

“Not that I’ve been able to find. From what his lawyer told me, he was rather absent-minded when it came to that sort of thing.”

“Oh, you didn’t just make a dad joke about the absent-minded professor, did you, Ian?” She laughs, and I’m struck by how lovely she is when she’s not scowling at me.

“Guilty as charged, I suppose. Although it was completely unintentional.” I side-eye her hard. “So, what do you say, Jamie? Are you in?”

“Let me think about it, okay?” she says as she points at her phone. “Meanwhile, let’s get back to the interview, okay?”

“Of course.”

~ Jamie ~

His offer to allow me to be the one responsible for cataloguing this incredible library puts me on the back foot for a moment. I have to take a few seconds to collect myself again before glancing at the scribbled notes in my lap.

“Let’s circle back a little, I think we got ahead of ourselves.”

“Sure.”

“Your tech company back in California. Kind of unusual for an entrepreneur to build an empire and sell it off, wouldn’t you say?”

“Is it? I wouldn’t know.” Ian gives one of his aw-shucks shrugs. Maybe it’s supposed to be a humble, disarming gesture. Maybe it works on other girls. But not on me. I can feel that there’s a lot more to this man than he’s letting on. My journalist senses might be young and inexperienced, but they’re tingling. “What else was I supposed to do?”

I tap a finger on my notes while thinking. “Most of the time, millionaires want to be billionaires. And then billionaires move into politics, legislation, space rockets, world domination - that kind of thing.”

Ian gives a theatrical shudder of disgust. “That’s not me. That’s never been me. To be completely honest, I was perfectly happy doing my job, working hard, developing new innovations. It never really occurred to me that what I was doing might be worth even a fraction of what I have now.”

“It sounds like you didn’t want to sell.”

He hesitates for a few seconds, long enough for me to sense that he’s weighing up how trustworthy I am. I wait for him to speak. Rule number one of getting information is allowing your subject to speak. That’s why cops are trained to leave uncomfortable silences in discussion; it prompts people to talk.

Ian draws air through his teeth and says, “It wasn’t my first choice. But my circumstances changed.”

I rack my brain, trying to think what he might be talking about. His name didn’t return that many search results, just a few puff piece articles about the successful sale of his former company - with an undisclosed figure, naturally - but nothing that suggested anything particularly juicy. As far as I know, Ian Chandler wasn’t the subject of a scandal, a lawsuit, or a legal investigation. In fact it was a challenge to research anything about this man before our first meeting. He has almost no digital footprint.

“Your circumstances?” My inner cynic rises to the surface before I can stop it. “I guess my circumstances would change too, if I got offered millions of dollars like that.”

He smiles, but it’s a sad smile. He says, “Actually, my wife passed away.”

My jaw drops as if I’ve been sucker punched. I scramble to apologize and smooth this over. “Oh, my God, Ian, I’m so sorry! I had no idea. I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to come off like a total bitch-”

He holds up a hand and my babbling peters out. “It’s fine, Jamie. I don’t talk about it and I’ve certainly never made it public. In truth, I could probably have stayed on at the company. Maybe I could have joined the board or been a director or something. But once I lost Katie, well, I didn’t see the need to spend any more time hunched over data sheets or keyboards.”

“Again, Ian, I’m so sorry-”

“Please, it’s all in the past. That was a difficult time, but I made it through. Buying this house and the wonderful library gave me something to do. A pleasant distraction.”

“And… speaking of pleasant distractions…” In my mind, this was one of those gotcha! moments that journalists dream about springing on their subjects, but after Ian’s revelations, the excitement I had felt is now muted. “You live in this enormous house by yourself?”

We lock eyes. I give a sweet smile. His expression is neutral, but I can see thoughts racing behind his bright eyes.

“I suspect you already know the answer to that, Jamie.”

“I’m just looking for confirmation.”

Ian shifts in his chair, now getting uncomfortable. He says, “I have invited Lorna to room here while she studies at college and gets her degree.”

“I see.” My eyes flick down to the notes in my lap, but I don’t need them. I’m allowing a moment of tension to settle over Ian before the next question lands. “Do you often invite young women to live with you?”

“No. Actually, it’s quite an incredible story. Lorna was one of my former students-”

But I cut him off. “I assume she pays rent?”

“Why would I need the money?”

“Then what does she do for you?” My smile has long since faded. My journalist sense isn’t just tingling; it’s a full-body itch at this point. I’m a shark sensing blood in the water.

“For me?” He blinks as though not understanding the question. “She doesn’t-”

I almost laugh in his face at such an absurd notion. “So you’re telling me that a rich older man lives with a young college coed and doesn’t get anything in return? Come on, Ian, stop yanking my chain.”

“I’m not, I swear.”

“You’ve never used your money to try and sweeten the deal?”

“No, I-”

“This is really hard for me to believe, Ian. I know you’re not telling me everything.”

He holds up his palms. “We’re getting way, way off topic here, Jamie. We’re supposed to be discussing books. Maybe we should turn our attention back to the matter at hand?”

“Books are fine, but they don’t get headlines, you know that as well as I do. People are the real story. And yours is something else, I can tell. Rich older man, living with a hot young coed. I’m sure there’s absolutely nothing strange in that arrangement.”

“There really isn’t.”

Instead of being heated or defensive or confrontational, Ian seems defeated, as if there’s nothing else he could possibly say. He shrugs and gestures towards the shelves.

“I don’t know what you expect from me here, Jamie. My life is unexceptional in almost every way. I’ve been lucky enough to come into a large amount of money, but I don’t have the time or the childishness to blow it all on frivolous things. This house and these books are all I need. Being able to put my money to better use and to make a difference to a woman like Lorna, to a woman like Teri, it’s a wonderful feeling.” He exhales as though losing the last of his strength. “But my offer still stands. You are quite welcome to help me with all these books.”

A heavy silence settles between us. The hungry young journalist inside me is yelling to keep on the attack and push him further, but the other side - the soft, human side - is moved by his words and the resigned expression on his face.

Movement to the side snatches my attention away from him. We both glance up to see Teri stepping into the library. Her expression is filled with concern and she holds herself in a curiously submissive way.

Teri says, “I hope I’m not interrupting, but I’ve made some lunch. If you’d like to come to the kitchen?”

“That sounds perfect, Teri.” Ian stands. He holds out a hand to help me up but I climb out of the chair by myself. “Let’s eat.”
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~ Ian ~

A beautiful crudités platter awaits us in the kitchen, and Teri encourages Jamie and me to dig in while she puts the finishing touches on an omelet that smells delicious. I’m not gaining a ton of weight since Teri took over cooking for our household, but it’s not from her lack of trying. She’s an exceptional cook, and I am so glad I hired her.

“You’re not vegan, are you?” she asks Jamie as we take our seats while she goes to the range. “I can pivot if you are.”

“No, I’m not even vegetarian, so if you’ve got some bacon stashed somewhere, have at it,” Jamie snarks. I laugh, but when she looks at me like I’m an idiot, I blink.

“Oh, sorry,” I hurry to assure her. “I thought you were kidding.”

“I never kid about bacon,” she says with a sly smile and a cocked eyebrow that makes me think she’s having fun at my expense. “Just so it’s not that plant-based stuff that is totally inedible.” She looks at Teri and laughs. “I’m just kidding, though. That omelet smells fantastic.”

“It’s nothing, really,” Teri says with a shy smile. I’m struck by how different Teri has turned out to be now that I’ve spent some time getting to know her. When I first met her at the diner the night Lorna introduced us, she seemed much more self-assured and almost aggressively competent. I’m sure a lot of that was the setting and the fact that she was stressed by the diner being understaffed once Lorna quit. But even allowing for a much lower stress job and environment that I provided for her, she seems so much more submissive than I ever would have predicted. I love the way she is, it’s just a surprise.

One that I haven’t shared with anyone.

“What’s your story, Teri?” Jamie asks between bites of sliced red pepper dipped in an amazing goat cheese and dill sauce with a hint of horseradish for a little kick. I was interested to hear Teri explain, for the first time, what she’s doing here. I ignored the tension I felt. “How did you two meet?”

Teri looks at Jamie and glances at me before she sighs. “Through Lorna. We used to work together at the Sunshine Diner before she ran into Ian.” She turns back to the range and flips the omelet like she’s been a short-order cook for years, which is exactly the case. “They told me about the position and I jumped at it.”

“But as I understand it, you’re living here now, right?” Jamie asks with what seems to me to be an underlying tone of innuendo. Not that it isn’t justified – it just strikes me as a little inappropriate. But I hold my tongue.

“Oh, you know how it goes, Jamie,” Teri says with a warm smile. “I was fed up with my deadbeat roommates and ready to really shake things up in my life. When I heard that Lorna and Ian needed help, I was intrigued.”

“And you moved in with them?” Jamie pressed. She’s going to make a great reporter if she pursues that as a career, I say to myself. She’s a pitbull.

Teri divides and plates the omelet and carries our lunch to the table. “I thought about it for maybe five minutes before I decided to say yes.”

“To be fair,” I interject. “She didn’t tell us she was on board until the next day.”

“And how’s it been?” Jamie asks. “All rainbows and unicorns?”

Teri blushes noticeably. “Well, we’ve had a few adjustments to deal with.” She looks at me and I’m struck by the warmth in her eyes and smile. “But all in all, it’s the best decision I’ve made in a long time.”

“How sweet,” Jamie says with sarcasm dripping from her tone. She looks at me and I have to resist the urge to ask her what her fucking problem is but I just deadpan her instead. “What?” she asks after a beat.

“Nothing at all,” I say in my most cloying voice. I wonder if I want Jamie working with me after all. She stares me down before turning back to Teri.

“By the way,” she says as she stabs at her omelet. “Ian offered me a job here, too.” She tastes a bit of the omelet and watches Teri react to the news. “Which is why I asked,” she adds after she swallows.

“Is that right?” Teri asks, semi-rhetorically. She looks at me and I see something in her eyes that I can’t read. Disappointment? Jealousy? Sadness? My imagination? It occurs to me that bringing another woman into an already crowded emotional configuration might not be the best decision I’ve ever made. “To do what?” she asks me with a tone that almost breaks my heart.

“To help me sort through the books to figure out what I’ve got,” I tell her and wince because once I say it out loud, it sounds pretty lame.

“I thought you didn’t care what you had,” Teri says to me. Then, she shakes her head. “No, forget I said that. It’s your collection. You should do whatever you like with it.”

“Are you jealous, Teri?” Jamie asks.

“Of Ian?” Teri asks, clearly surprised. “No, not at all. I don’t have any…” She hesitates, then shrugs. “Never mind.”

“No, go on,” Jamie pushes. “What were you going to say?”

Teri stares at Jamie for a beat before she turns and looks at me. “It’s just…” She hesitates again and I nod to encourage her but don’t say anything.

“It’s just what?” Jamie presses again.

“I’m not like that, is all,” Teri says softly. “I have no hold on Ian. If anything, he and Lorna…” She stops again, clearly getting agitated. “It’s nothing. Forget I mentioned it.”

“I don’t see how we can do that, Teri,” I tell her. “What do you mean?”

Teri looks at me and sighs. “I’m a third wheel here,” she says in a voice that surprises me as she's so emotionally vulnerable. “It’s fine, though. I knew what I was getting into when I agreed to live here. It’s fine, really.” She looks at Jamie. “I’m bisexual and I’ve been interested in Lorna for years, so…” She shrugs again and manages to smile sadly. “Ridiculous, right?”

“No,” Jamie says. “I don’t think so at all.” She looks at me. “Did you know?”

“I had an idea but…” I admit. “We’re still figuring things out, to be honest.” I stand and go to Teri. She looks at me with sad but grateful eyes when I reach for her. She melts into my arms and I wrap her up and hold her.

“Thanks, Ian,” she whispers and I lean back and look into her eyes.

“Of course,” I tell her and pull her close again. He leans in and buries her face in my chest.

As I’m holding Teri in my arms, I look at Jamie, who, for once ,isn’t smirking or looking at us like we’re pathetic. If anything, she looks impressed.

Or maybe I’m projecting.

“I know we’ve gotten pretty far from the intended subject of this interview,” Jamie says after a long moment. “But I was wondering if I might have a few words with Teri, Ian? Just the two of us?”

“Is that okay with you?” I ask Teri, and she looks at me with wide, wet eyes. She nods and I let her go.

“I’m going to go downstairs for a bit,” I tell them. “Let me know when it’s…” I hesitate and look at Jamie.

Her smirk is back. “We’ll let you know it’s safe to return, Ian.”

~ Jamie ~

He exchanges a look - a nervous look, unless my eyes deceive me - with Teri and walks out of the room, leaving the two of us alone. She sits in the seat that Ian just vacated and studies her hands. I listen to Ian’s retreating footsteps until I’m satisfied that he’s out of earshot and we can talk in private. Once we’re comfortably alone, I fix Teri with my most charming smile.

“Just us girls now. Maybe you can give me some background about Ian. You know, flesh out my story a little. Provide the human context.”

“I don’t know how much help I’ll be. I haven’t known Ian all that long. You’ll probably get more from talking to Lorna.”

“Oh, I will. Don’t worry. But for now, I want to have some time with you. I’m intrigued by your story as well as his. You say you used to work at a diner?” As I talk, I place my phone on the kitchen island and begin recording the audio of our chat.

“Y-yes.” She lifts her eyes, but only as far as my phone. Her lips and brow wrinkle in concern.

I put a hand over the phone screen to block her sight. “It’s okay, you don’t need to worry about that. We’re just talking. This is so I don’t forget things later, that’s all.”

Her eyes briefly flick toward my face and away again. It’s hard to imagine somebody so submissive working in a fast-moving, high-pressure environment like a diner. Then again, maybe a man like Ian prefers his women meek and modest. That would explain why he and I have been sparking off each other today. A surge of power runs through my belly at the thought. Me, the fearless, crusading journalist on the trail of a good story. Him, the powerful man hiding a dark secret.

“So, Teri, tell me a little about what you do here. Ian described you as a housekeeper, but I have a feeling that you’re far more than mere hired help.”

“I am.” A flicker of pride crosses her face. She lifts her head and meets my gaze at last. “Essentially, I’m in charge of the entire house. I keep it all neat and tidy, plus I cook for Ian.”

“Is he incapable of using the kitchen by himself?” I can’t help a note of disdain from entering my tone.

“He can cook.” Teri is quick to correct me. “But he gets lost in his books and forgets. If I weren’t here, he’d spend all day down there and order takeout every night. This way, I make sure he eats right.”

“It sounds like you care about him.”

Her cheeks flood with color and she looks away from me again. I curse myself for scaring her away when I had her attention.

“Well, yes, I mean… he’s more than generous. And he’s literally changed my life.”

“But you mostly live here because you’re attracted to Lorna?”

“Don’t you want to ask me about his books? Isn’t that the point of your story?”

“We’ll get there. I’m just building a picture in my mind.”

Her soft features harden for a moment. “I know exactly what picture you’re trying to paint.”

My journalist tingle activates again, like a nagging in the back of my mind. I play innocent and shrug. “What picture is that?”

“Oh, come on, Jamie. I know how it looks. A rich older guy is living with two young women. Believe me, it’s nowhere near as juicy as it sounds.”

“You’re pretty protective of him.”

It’s a simple enough observation, but it has a profound impact on her. Those cheeks darken further, but her jaw juts in defiance and her eyes meet mine in a fiery gaze.

“Maybe. But I want to protect what we have here. Ian is living his life and giving Lorna and I the means and the ability to make the most of ours. We’re three separate people. He doesn’t own me. He pays me for my work, but he’s never treated me like an employee or asked me to do anything or even given his thoughts on how I should do it. I don’t even have to spend the entire day working if I don’t want to. Sometimes I go to the park or read a book in the garden for a few hours. He trusts me. And I trust him.”

I give a thoughtful nod, as if absorbing her words, but in truth I’m already thinking of my counterpoint.

“What made you move into this house? Aside from wanting Lorna, I mean.”

Teri throws me a steely gaze, checking to see if I’m making fun of her, but I keep my face as neutral as I can. She says, “It was an easy choice.”

“Was it?”

“Yes.” Another flash of steel behind those eyes. It seems that this young woman isn’t quite as submissive and meek as she appears. “I was stuck in a job I hated, living with crappy roommates who sucked all the energy out of me. I had all these wild dreams of being my own boss and setting up a cleaning business, but it got further out of sight every day. One meeting with Ian and suddenly my entire life has changed. It’s so crazy when I say it out loud, but that’s how it happened. He needed help staying on top of this huge house, Lorna thought of me, and the rest…”

There’s something in the way that she talks about Ian, some warm glow in her eyes. I can’t help but say, “You love him.”

Teri gives a defiant nod. “And he loves me. And I love Lorna. And he loves Lorna. And Lorna loves me, too.”

My face must be twisting beyond my control, because she frowns.

“I know that must sound stupid to you, but it’s the truth. This is a house of mutual love, respect, and companionship. Ian doesn’t pay for anything he doesn’t want to. He employs me. He supports Lorna. Both of us are better people for it.”

The conviction in her face shocks me almost as much as her words. As a journalist, I’m trained not to believe what anyone says, no matter how much they might believe it. But it’s hard to remain cynical and wary when confronted with such passion.

“I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m just trying to get a sense of who Ian is, that’s all.”

“Then maybe you should talk to Ian, instead of me. Whatever you’re looking for, I’m not going to help. He’s a great man. He changed my life in the best way possible. I’ve never been as happy as I am now.”

Her eyes start to sparkle with oncoming emotion. My belly squirms. There’s nothing I hate more than uncontrollable sobbing and we seem to be heading that way now.

“All right, Teri. All right. Thank you.” I stop recording and tuck my phone away again. “Is it going to be a problem if I accept Ian’s offer and work in the house?”

She shrugs. “I’m not your boss. I’ll do my job, you do yours. Just… maybe give Ian a chance before you judge him, okay?”

“What do you mean by that?”

Teri stands up from the island and begins stacking plates. She says, “I was like you a few weeks ago. I saw the same thing. Rich guy living with a beautiful young woman. I had the same thoughts. But you need to understand that if Ian offers to do something for you or he needs you to do a job for him, that’s really all he wants. No strings, no conditions, no back scratching. Would you like anything else to eat?”

“Uh, no, thanks. That was great.”

She nods, satisfied, and takes the plates over to the sink, ending our conversation. It feels like I’ve been dismissed. I gather my things and walk back through the house. Ian is sitting on a comfortable couch in one of the many rooms, but this space looks like it sees more use than the others. There’s a book in his hands but a pensive expression on his face. He looks up as I fill the doorway.

“How did it go?”

“Informative.” I study him again, this time seeing him with fresh eyes. Older man. Good looking, if I do say so myself. In shape. Well dressed. Well groomed. Maybe Teri’s right and he really isn’t the type of guy to use his wealth as a weapon. Maybe, just maybe, I can give him the benefit of the doubt - this time. “You said something earlier about a job?”

He puts the book down and gets to his feet. “If you’re interested?”

“Intrigued, maybe. What exactly do you want from me?”

“A hand cataloging, documenting, and figuring out what books are in this house. I don’t expect you to do it for free. And only once a week. How does a thousand sound?”

“Per month?” I purse my lips. A few hours a day, once a week, four times a month. That’s quite a reasonable sum for what amounts to a part-time job.

“Per visit.”

My eyes widen. “Oh! Sure.” My cool, professional mask slips for a second and I hurry to recover. “I have a free period tomorrow afternoon. Would that work for you?”

“I’ve got all the time in the world, Jamie.”

I extend a hand and he shakes it, sealing our arrangement. His hand is both soft and strong, filled with warmth. A curious tremor ripples through my belly. He smiles into my eyes and that tremor ripples through me again. What in the hell…?

“Can’t wait to see you again,” Ian says, releasing my hand. “I look forward to reading your article about my books.”

“And I can’t wait to write it.”

He guides me back to the front door and onto the drive. We exchange a final wave and I walk off his property and turn toward college. My belly is still rippling, yet I can’t fully explain why.

But I’m already excited about the chance to see him again tomorrow.
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~ Ian ~

The next day, Jamie texts that she’ll arrive after Lorna has left for school and Teri is at the grocery store, stocking the kitchen for the week. I’m sitting in the library, reading my latest obsession, an obscure volume from Dickens I hadn’t even heard of before I discovered it in my collection. I’m not a huge fan of his better-known works, but Our Mutual Friend is extraordinary. The story is about how money – or the promise of it – distorts relationships, values, and identity. Moreover, it features strong female characters who struggle with autonomy, love, and personal growth, very modern themes for a mid-nineteenth-century author. And the arcs he gives Lizzie and Bella are surprisingly resonant with how they hit close to home, given my situation with Lorna and Teri.

“Anyone home?” I hear from the front vestibule. I left the door slightly ajar so that Jamie would feel free to come right in, which she did. I close my book and walk to greet her.

“Hey, there,” I smile and extend my hand. “I’m so glad you’re here. I’m all alone this morning, not that it’s a problem, just unusual.”

“Where’s Teri?” she asks as she takes her coat off and hangs it on the rack by the front door. “I thought she’d be here.”

“No, she went shopping,” I tell her as I direct her into the library. “She’s a fanatic about freshness, so she goes to the market most days. It makes a noticeable difference, so I get it.”

Jamie is wearing a pleated skirt and a crisp white blouse, not the typical tee shirt and jeans most college students have worn since I was an undergrad a couple of decades ago. She looks really good, made up, with her hair styled and not piled in a bun or completely disheveled, as is also the preferred style these days. Did she make an effort just for me, or is she just dressing for the job she wants to have? I’m impressed either way.

“So, what’s our agenda today?” she says when she drops her bag on the sofa. “How do we tackle a job this big?”

“Well, you know the old saying about how you go about eating an elephant?” I ask with a smile. She looks at me as if I have two heads.

“Why would anyone eat an elephant, Ian?”

I raise my hands. “No, it’s just…” Her smirk tells me she’s yanking my chain. “That’s a good one, Jamie.”

“Yeah, I get it. One bite at a time.” She walks to the table where I’ve left my book and picks it up to flip to the first page. “Is this a first edition, too?” She looks up at me. “Is everything in here a first edition?”

“No, I don’t think so, but that one is not all that valuable from what I saw on the web.” I walk to her and point out the publisher’s imprint. “It’s not all that valuable because it’s the first American edition, published by Harper & Brothers, not Chapman & Hall, Dickens’ London publisher. But even if it was a true first, the work isn’t all that well-known, so…” I shrug and tilt my head as if to apologize.

“Still, it’s amazing how many you seem to have in here.” She looks around and hands me the book. “What’s our plan of attack?”

“Well, before we dive right in, Jamie, why don’t you fill me in on yourself. You got a lot from me the other day, but I don’t know much about you.” I wave at the door to the kitchen. “And would you like some coffee or tea? Surprisingly enough, I do know how to work the coffee maker.”

“Yeah, I could use a jolt of caffeine, now that you mention it.”

I walk her to the kitchen and she sits at the island while I man the espresso maker. “Where are you from?” I ask as I try not to embarrass myself now that I’ve tooted my own horn about my coffee-making prowess.

“I’m from the UP,” she says. “A small town that barely shows up unless you zoom in close.”

“Which one?”

“Sault Ste. Marie.”

“That’s not small, Jamie. It’s the second biggest city on the Upper Peninsula.”

She laughs. “Well, look at you, Ian. Let me guess. You’re a big Gordon Lightfoot fan, right?”

I turn to stare at her. “How did you know that?”

“Come on,” she scoffs. “I’m guessing you know every word by heart.”

“Well, yeah, but I’m surprised you know about that song. It’s older than I am.”

“Still, I’ve only heard it a million times over the years, seeing as Whitefish Bay is just over the horizon from my house.”

She’s referring to The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald, one of my favorite songs by one of my favorite singer/songwriters who died not long ago. If you’ve never heard it, it’s about a ship that went down in Lake Superior in 1975, killing 29 men. It’s one of the most haunting and evocative songs I’ve ever heard, and it was Lightfoot’s biggest hit, although I admit it’s not for everybody.

“So, overkill?” I wince.

“Definitely. But I can see the appeal,” she allows with a smile. “Anyway, getting back to the task at hand…” she says with raised eyebrows.

“Yeah, sure.” I walk her to the library and we discuss how to attack this room, which contains the most valuable volumes in my collection. I’m not all that interested in what everything is worth, but I see the wisdom in knowing what I have and how much I should insure it for. My insurance agent has already told me it’s crazy not to itemize everything, seeing as I paid a seven-figure premium for the house to buy the collection.

An hour or two later, we’re winding down just as Teri arrives with the groceries. I walk Jamie out and grab a bag of fresh vegetables to help out. We wave goodbye just before she climbs into her car and drives away.

“How’d the first day go?” Teri asks when I bring the bag to the kitchen.

“Good,” I say as if it’s a surprise, which it’s not. “We’ve got a ton of work to do, but at least we’ve got a plan now.”

“That’s great,” she says with a tone that catches my attention. “I’m glad it’s working out for you.”

“Anything wrong, Teri?” I ask. I’m going with my instinct to ask first and worry about being overbearing later. She turns away from me slightly, which tells me I struck a nerve. “Come on,” I tell her as she refuses to meet my gaze. I walk toward her and take her into my arms. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing, Ian,” she says without looking up. “Nothing at all.

“Don’t give me that, Teri. I can see something is bothering you. Tell me.”

“I’m just insecure, Ian. I’ve never been in this situation before, and I don’t know where I stand, with you or with Lorna.” She keeps her head down until I touch her chin to look me in the eyes.

“Are you worried that I’m going to do something?”

“No, not really. You’re a great guy, Ian. I know that. And you’ve been amazing with me. Beyond generous. Loving as well. I’m just not used to being in a casual relationship with a man whose house I live in and who is paying me to be here.” She looks away. “It’s disconcerting.”

“What can I do to ease your mind?” I’m not sure what she’s going to tell me, but I want to know what I can do.

“This is a good start,” she says as she leans into my body and wraps her arms around my waist. “I don’t deserve more than what you’ve already done, to be honest.”

* “Hey, I don’t want to hear talk like that, Teri,” I whisper. “You’re a fantastic girl, and you deserve every chance at success and happiness. I’m just glad to be a part of that for you.”

“You really are amazing, Ian. You know that, right?” She nuzzles my neck, and suddenly I feel like we’re about to get more intimate, which is fine by me. “Jamie would be lucky to…” She cuts herself off and stiffens slightly.

“Wait, what?” I look down at her, and she gives me an embarrassed smile.

“Lorna and I have been talking,” she admits. “She’s pretty interested in Jamie even if she won’t say it out loud.”

“Really?”

“Well, you didn’t hear it from me, but…” She kisses me. “Yeah, really.”

I cock an eyebrow. “And how do you feel about that?”

“I’m cool with it. I like girls, remember. Although I’m beginning to see what all the fuss is about, a big, strong, hard man.” She reaches down and caresses my dick through my pants. “And you never seem to disappoint on that score, do you?”

“It’s hard not to respond to this kind of…treatment, Teri.”

“I like that I excite you, Ian. I like it a lot.”

“I do, too.”

~ Jamie ~

It’s getting late by the time I return home to my studio apartment. The distant horizon turns a soothing golden hue, the color making me think of the immaculate bindings holding Ian’s wonderful tomes together. I close the door and pause for a moment. Why exactly did I think of Ian? I’m home now, the work is done. I shouldn’t still be thinking about him.

But, then again, my professors and lecturers always tell me that I’m the type of student who takes their work home. They also said it made me a promising journalist in the future, so there’s that.

I kick off my shoes and open the refrigerator, hoping to see it magically filled. Unfortunately, magic isn’t real, and the shelves are empty. The only things in my fridge are two bottles of beer. Just as I’m about to curse myself for failing to sort out dinner - yet again - my phone pings with a new notification. I glance at the screen and my heart skips a beat. My bank balance has grown by one thousand dollars, just as Ian promised.

“Sounds like dinner’s on you, big guy.”

Thirty minutes later, I’m placing cartons of Chinese food on the table beside my waiting laptop. The keyboard is practically begging for me to hurry up and type and try to clear my backlog of homework. I might have an exciting new side hustle that brings in a stunning amount of money, but it means I’ve got to be smarter at balancing my life outside college.

A knock on the door pulls my attention away from the aroma of freshly-cooked sweet and sour sauce. I pause for a moment. Did the delivery driver forget to give me something? I didn’t think I was missing part of my order.

But the person standing on the other side of my door is not the delivery driver. It’s Lorna.

“Oh, thank goodness!” She smiles with relief. “I’ve knocked on, like, four doors already. Someone said you were in apartment ten, then twelve…”

“Hey, Lorna.” I gape at her for a moment. Did I tell her where I lived? Maybe I mentioned the building. Did I invite her over and forget about it? “Come in.”

I open the door and bring her into my modest apartment. It’s nothing to write home about, but it’s mine. I pay the bills and the rent. I earned this small slice of solitude. Lorna looks around with a smile. Within a few seconds, she’s seen pretty much all there is to see of my place. Couch, TV, stacks of books, a table for meals and working at the laptop, plus doors to the far end leading to the bathroom and my bed. There’s a kitchen counter against the back wall, but it’s permanently covered in work for both college and the newspaper. She nods in approval.

“I like it. I’ve never been inside a journalist’s home before. It’s cool. Cosy.”

“Thanks. Do you want a drink? I have beer.”

“Sure.”

I grab the bottles from the fridge and pop the caps using the edge of the kitchen counter. She takes one with a grateful smile and says, “Thanks. I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“No, I just got home from helping Ian, actually. His library is pretty impressive.”

“Ian’s an impressive guy.” She has a sly smile and a hint of wistfulness in her eyes.

“So I’m told.” I swallow a mouthful of beer. “You and Teri, you both seem pretty taken by him. He’s not what I expected him to be.”

“What did you expect?” She raises her eyebrows in interest.

“Uh, well, if I’m being honest, I thought he would be… I don’t know, grosser, maybe?”

Lorna snorts with laughter, covering her mouth. A flush rises up my neck and I hurry to explain myself.

“Come on, an older guy living with a young female college student? How could I not think that? I didn’t know you well, so I didn’t want to assume anything, but, hey, that’s where the evidence pointed.”

“Yeah, I get that. I mean, I had my suspicions, too.”

We move to the couch and take a seat. It’s not a spacious couch, but we sit and lean against the arms and face one another without being too close. I drink some more of my beer and ask, “So what’s the story between you and Ian?”

She hesitates for a moment, taking time to drink a mouthful of beer, eyeing me over the lip of the bottle. “Are you asking as my friend from college or as a journalist?”

“As a friend.” I hold up my hands. “I’m off the clock.”

A true journalist is never off the clock, my professors always tell me, but I decide that maybe I can turn off my reporter’s brain for just a little while and hang out with Lorna. She accepts my words and begins telling me her story.

Boy, what a story it is.

I listen in stunned silence as she recounts a tale of seemingly never-ending bad luck and trouble that culminates with Ian as the dazzling knight, saving the maiden from further certain woes. It’s got all the makings of a Hollywood movie - long-lost love, a forbidden crush, personal tragedy, and redemption. As Lorna talks, I watch her face, unable to imagine how her life must have been just a few short months ago. This confident, bold, dynamic, strong, levelheaded young woman - older than me by a few years, but still young in the grand scheme of things - doesn’t sound at all like the browbeaten, downtrodden, spiritually broken protagonist in the story.

“...and then Ian invited me to take one of his spare rooms.”

My eyes give an unconscious roll. I’m not even aware that it happens until Lorna shrugs.

“Yeah, I thought the same thing.” She’s leaning forward now, enraptured by her own compelling narrative. “But it was a genuine offer, with no strings. I don’t know if he would have even suggested it if we didn’t already know each other. I think he felt compelled to help me. I can’t thank him enough.”

“And he, what, just lived with you? Never tried to take a peek or slip you some extra liquor?”

An emphatic shake of her head. “Not even once. There was even that time where he saw panties - accidentally, by the way, and they were on the floor - and he still acted like the perfect gentleman.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely. Most guys I’ve ever met will try to sneak a peek or grab a feel and pretend they didn’t mean to, but not Ian. He’s a hundred percent straight-up, exactly as he claims to be. I know he’s been struggling since losing his wife, but he always treated me with total respect. In fact-”

Lorna slams her lips shut as if realizing that she’s said too much. I’m confused.

“In fact, what? Did he do something?”

“No.” A hint of color tinges her cheeks, and a gleam makes her eyes shine. “Actually, it was me. Like I said, I’ve always had a crush on Ian, ever since he was my professor, and I was the one who did the chasing. I think Ian was totally fine with our situation as it was. But I needed something more.”

This is exactly what I’ve been waiting for - confirmation that Ian is sleeping with his young roommate. But it doesn’t come in the way that I expected. This doesn’t feel like a classic journalist “gotcha!” moment. Lorna has this wistful smile and a faraway look in her eyes that tell me she’s lost in a wonderful memory.

“Did you get it?” I try to approach the topic softly, not wanting to scare or provoke her as I did with Teri the other day.

“Oh, boy - did I ever.”

She smiles. I can’t mask my surprise. She smiles wider. I take another sip of beer to calm down.

“I’m guessing it was… good?”

“Better than good, Jamie. He’s an incredible man in every way imaginable. Have you ever been with an older guy?”

I almost say yes, but that boyfriend was only six months older than myself - not exactly the question she’s asking. Instead, I say, “No. Only men my own age.”

“Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. Honestly, being with Ian taught me a lot. Not just about myself, but guys as well. I’d been fooling around with boys all my life. Ian is a man.”

Her beer is almost empty now. As hungry as I am, I don’t want this conversation to end just yet. It’s intriguing in a number of different ways.

“Isn’t it weird to be in a relationship with Ian? You’re living under his roof. And Teri’s there, too.”

Another wistful smile as she shakes her head. “We’re not in a relationship. What we have is totally free and unique, and wonderful. I don’t even consider Ian my boyfriend or my roommate or my landlord - he’s my saviour. And having Teri there changed everything all over again, in the best way possible.”

Lorna puts her empty beer on a table. She stands up from the couch and gives me a parting smile. I stand to say goodbye, and she throws her arms around me. We hug for a moment - me, feeling awkward as hell because I didn’t know we were at the hugging stage yet.

She says in a low whisper, “I hope you come to see Ian the same way I see him, Jamie. He’s one of a kind.”

“I’ll try.” I don’t know what else to say.

Lorna releases me from her embrace, but before she steps back, she places her lips on mine. I’m so shocked that I don’t know how to respond. Her kiss is somewhere in the middle of a friendly peck and a sensual caress. A shiver of warmth washes over me. She steps back, a sly smile on her lips.

“You’ll succeed, Jamie. I know you will. See you soon.”

And with that, Lorna leaves me in my apartment, lost in the middle of a thousand whirling thoughts.
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~ Ian ~

Over the next few weeks, Jamie and I fell into a comfortable pattern. She has free periods on Tuesdays and Thursdays when she comes over and puts in a couple of hours working with me on cataloguing my collection. I feel comfortable with her from the start, and we work surprisingly well together, discussing the volumes in depth as we make our way through the library. I was a bit surprised as the edge I detected in her attitude towards me at first dissipates quickly, and we develop a natural flow and easy camaraderie that focuses mostly on the books themselves.

Mostly.

“You know,” she says on her third Thursday visit. “At this rate, we’ll be up here for the rest of the semester. We might get through this room, but we won’t make it downstairs before Thanksgiving, or maybe even the Christmas break.”

I know exactly where she’s going, but I just nod and wait for her to continue.

She suddenly looks a bit chagrined. “That said, I don’t want to come off as being ungrateful, or worse, greedy.” She looks at me with a mix of embarrassment and warmth that surprises me – I thought Jamie was a typical hard-nosed journalist when we met. Her article about me certainly pulled no punches. But the woman standing before me today seems different, in a good way.

“What are you trying to tell me, Jamie?” I ask as gently as possible.

“If you want to finish this project before the end of the school year,” she whispers. “We should perhaps meet more often?” She rolls her eyes and blows out a breath. “But I don’t want to…” She hesitates, which is so unlike her. She’s an excellent writer and is rarely at a loss for words. This is a first.

“You don’t want to take advantage of our financial arrangement? Is that it?”

“Exactly. So I was thinking, maybe we could switch to a flat weekly fee, but I come over more often. I might not be able to stay as long each time, so I’d feel better about it that way.”

I smile and nod again. “I don’t think so, Jamie,” I tell her, and her face falls.

“What? Why?”

“I think we should stick to the original agreement. If you take the trouble to show up, no matter how long you spend here, I’m going to pay you the same amount.”

“It’s not fair to you, Ian,” she protests. “I’d feel like I’m screwing you.” She colors as the words leave her mouth. “I mean, I…” She stops and turns away.

“I know what you meant, Jamie. I just don’t want to worry about the time you spend here, and I don’t want you to hesitate about coming over. I’m having a blast and I can afford to pay you what I agreed to up front, so don’t worry about it, okay?”

She turns to look at me. “You’re sure?”

“You’ve been invaluable to me, Jamie. You motivate me, and we’re having so much fun, so it’s a win-win. Don’t even think about the money. I just want us to make as much progress as you’ve got time for.” I give her a sly smile. “And as an unreconstructed capitalist, I understand the power of incentives.”

I want to go to her and put my arm around her shoulder, but I know that might be misconstrued, so I control myself. I can’t swear to it, but she looks as if she wants to come to me for a grateful hug, but she is likewise constrained. We wind up eyeing each other with shared appreciation.

Or something.

~ ~ ~

Once the artificial constraint of limiting our meetings to just two per week is dropped, Jamie comes over much more often and at different times of the day. And night. Weekends become an option, and she jumps on it with both feet, often arriving at noon and staying past dinner. As much as she was worried about taking advantage of me when we modified our rules of engagement, now I feel like I’m taking advantage of her in lowering my cost-per-hour and seemingly monopolizing most of her free time.

So I decided to address the imbalance over dinner one night.

“I just want to let you know,” I begin as we sit down to one of Teri’s fantastic meals one Saturday night in October, “I’m going to modify our agreement unilaterally. You’ll see it in your next paycheck, Jamie.”

“Ooo, that sounds exciting,” Lorna says with a laugh as Teri serves the meal. “Do tell,” she adds with a mischievous look.

“I’ve been underpaying my literary assistant,” I tell them. “It’s shameful, but true.”

“What are you talking about, Ian?” Jamie protests. “You’ve been more than fair.”

“That’s not true, and you know it, Jamie. Your hours have at least quadrupled, and your pay has little more than doubled. From now on, I’ll be paying you by the hour.”

“No, Ian,” she protests weakly.

“Wait a minute,” Lorna laughs. “You’ve got Teri on salary and now you’re paying Jamie by the hour?” She gives me a look. “What about me, Ian?”

“Is there a problem, Lorna?” I ask sarcastically.

“I’ll say there is,” she laughs again but there’s an edge to it. “Everyone here is getting rich but me.”

“What will it take to make things right with you?” I ask in all seriousness, which she picks up on. She gives me a startled look.

“Oh, you think I’m being serious?” She shakes her head. “Ian, come on. I’m perfectly happy with our arrangement. I was just yanking your chain.”

I nod and smile. “Well, as long as you’re cool.” She stands up and walks to where I’m sitting.

“I’m more than cool, big fella,” she coos as she wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me on the mouth.

“Are you cool too, Teri?” I ask her as she finishes serving dinner and takes her seat.

“Are you serious?” she smirks. “I feel like I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

“So, we’re all good here?” I ask and look at each of them.

“We’re all good, Ian,” they say in unison, and we all crack up.

~ Jamie ~

Back when Lorna told me about the living arrangements in this house, I didn’t fully believe her. Surely, I thought, there’s no way it could be as simple and stress-free as she described it. Nobody could live in a home where free love reigns supreme without any jealousy beginning to fester and spoil things.

But I am wrong about that. The three people living in this gorgeous home really do live a life of free love and no-strings pleasure. The only feelings that seem to linger inside the walls are feelings of love. I’ve never seen anything like it. Ian is always a consummate gentleman toward Lorna, Teri, and I, but there’s no question that all three of them have incredible sexual appetites. While Ian always does his damndest to keep me separate from the - ahem - activities in the house, I’d have to be deaf, dumb, and blind not to notice the residents here do a hell of a lot more than just share meals and sleep. Sometimes I hear Lorna return home and fall into Teri’s embrace immediately. This is an old house with a lot of history, but these walls don’t exactly block out the sounds of feminine gasps and moans. The first couple of times it happened, I was kind of shocked. Sure, I’ve lived in the student blocks near the campus and the sounds of people in the throes of erotic bliss isn’t exactly new to my ears, but it was shocking to hear it sound so normal in this place. Ian picked up on my surprise pretty quickly and took to closing the door while we worked, but that only drove my imagination wilder. I started wondering what Teri and Lorna might be doing in another part of the house at that very moment. Over the last few weeks, I’ve asked Ian not to bother closing the door. The sounds don’t bother me.

The thing that impresses me the most about Ian is his ability to focus and concentrate on the task at hand. Most guys - oh, who am I kidding? Every other guy in the world - would be itching to leave the chore of pulling books and making extensive notes of the publication history behind at the sound of two girls having fun together, but not Ian. While I’m in the house, I have the pleasure of his complete and undivided attention. It’s almost like he’s capable of switching off parts of his brain to fully focus on our job. I have no idea how he does it. I’ve never considered myself bisexual or even bi-inclined, but the sounds that Teri and Lorna make together sound utterly wonderful.

I’ve never admitted this to anyone else -I can barely even believe this myself - but one of the biggest reasons I keep coming back to Ian’s library isn’t the insanely generous money, but the excitement of the free and stimulating lifestyle on offer here. There have been a few times I’ve arrived earlier than expected and overheard Ian and Teri together behind a closed door. I would never have believed a guy almost twice my age was capable of making a younger woman moan like that, but he can. Lorna was right. He’s way more than your average guy.

And that’s why I like being here. I like sticking around after working in the library and having dinner with these guys. They’re funny, charming, natural, and totally at ease. They know that I know what they get up to and they’re not ashamed of it. Why would they be? All my life, I’ve been brought up to believe that women have just as many sexual rights as men; that women can choose what they do with their bodies; that women can enjoy all the sex they want. This house is full, complete, undiluted proof of that theory in action and I love it.

Sometimes, when I’m lying in bed back in my small apartment, I wonder what these three people might be up to at that very moment. And sometimes I let my imagination run as wild as my fingers.

“Honestly, you girls will be the death of me.” Ian’s voice brings me back to reality. He shakes his head with a soft chuckle as the girls laugh at him. “Thank goodness I’m busy most of the day. I’d never survive being around you full-time.”

Lorna laughs and pats Ian’s hand. “I don’t think even you could handle us full-time, Ian.”

A brief grin flashes over his face. “That sounds like a challenge I’d gladly accept.” Then his eyes glance toward me and that smile immediately vanishes. He winces and says, “I apologize, Jamie. I shouldn’t say things like this in front of you.”

“Why? What’s the big deal?” A burst of defiance flares up in my chest. I’m not some delicate flower, some naive princess who needs to be sheltered and coddled and protected. I shrug my shoulders. “What’s the problem? I know you guys are fucking. It doesn’t bother me. You probably can’t wait for me to leave so you can get it on.”

Ian blinks in genuine shock. Lorna and Teri burst into raucous laughter. I make a point of jabbing my fork into this delicious plate of food and lifting up a piece before talking again.

“You know, if you want to leave the library to go and join in, you totally can, Ian. It’s your house, after all. Don’t worry about me and those musty books.”

I don’t know what’s prompted this sudden need to push back. Maybe I’m really offended that Ian feels the need to shelter me. Or maybe I’m kind of jealous of the women living in this house and the wonderful, indifferent attitudes they all seem to have toward love and lust and pleasure. Either way, I want to needle Ian and see what happens.

“Hey, woah, Jamie. Come on now, you know I would never ditch you for-”

A grin pulls at my lips and he cuts himself off mid-sentence. I chew on my food, looking all smug while Ian recovers. He puts on a serious voice, but it’s undercut by the twinkle in his eyes.

“Dammit, not you too. What do I have to do to get some respect around here?”

“I don’t know, Ian. Sounds like you’ll have to put me over your knee.”

The girls laugh so hard they nearly wheeze. Ian smiles and shakes his head as if not knowing how to respond to that. A surge of excitement rushes through my belly and for one crazy second, I almost walk around the table and throw myself over his legs. God, how hot would it be…

Instead, Ian decides to redirect the conversation. He pushes his plate away with a show of satisfaction.

“This was delicious, as always. Thank you, Teri.”

The bubbly housekeeper beams with pride. She says, “I’d say that the secret ingredient is love, but, really, it’s the fact that I’m so happy here.”

“Ah, I see.” Lorna winks at me. “I guess the secret ingredient is giving the cook plenty of orgasms?”

I laugh. Ian throws up his hands and walks away from the table. The three of us laugh even harder. He leaves the room, gesturing in mock defeat. I push my plate away and empty my glass.

“Thanks, Teri. You gotta teach me how to cook sometime.”

“You don’t know how to cook?” She looks at me with uncertainty, not quite believing my words.

“I’m a college student. My diet is ninety percent ramen and ten percent liquor.”

Lorna gives a knowing nod. Teri stands and begins gathering the plates, but Lorna stops her.

“Leave those until later, babe. They can wait.”

Teri opens her mouth as if about to protest, but sees the smile on Lorna’s face and stops herself. She understands something unspoken. Even I understand it. Lorna wants to go upstairs and indulge her desires.

“Yes, ma’am.” Teri turns to me. “It was nice having dinner with you. See you next time.”

Lorna slips her hand through Teri’s and the two women walk out of the kitchen. I hear their footsteps gently pad upstairs, before a bedroom door closes. I’m almost disappointed they shut the door. Ah, who am I kidding? I’m really disappointed they shut the door. From the sounds they make together, I need to bring a legal pad and take notes. Whatever they get up to, it’s way, way, way better than me, myself, and my fingers.

I rise from the table. This is usually about the time when I gather my things and say goodnight and head home, for another night alone in bed. But I don’t want that. Not this time.

Ian looks up as I enter the library. He’s sitting in his usual chair, leafing through a well-preserved tome of Brontë’s work. He says, “Is everything okay? Do you need a lift home?”

“Actually, no.” I pick a book from the shelves and sit opposite him. The book happens to be one of my all-time favorites: Lady Chatterley’s Lover. “We do all this work cataloguing your books, I thought it might be nice to read one for once - if you don’t mind the company?”

He gives a warm, kindly smile. “Not at all, Jamie. Not at all.”
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~ Ian ~

“That’s an interesting choice for you to read,” I offer when I see Jamie open DH Lawrence’s revolutionary and scandalous final novel about an affair between an aristocratic lady and a lowly gamekeeper. “I didn’t realize your taste runs into the twentieth century.”

She looks up and smiles. “It was a pivotal book for me,” she says cryptically. “I only read it for the first time a couple of years ago, and I was so taken with it.”

I close my book and lean forward. “Why’s that?”

She looks away and colors slightly. “It’s just so impressive, what he was able to capture a century ago. The class differences, the social constraints. I love how forbidden Connie’s relationship with Mellors is and how that is both irrelevant to her and so important at the same time. I’ve never read anything before or since that captures that intensity.”

“It is intense,” I allow. “I’ll give you that.” I try not to impress her with my knowledge of the history of the novel, but it is such a cultural touchstone for me that I can’t resist. “I feel like it was one of those books that changed society for the better.”

She closes the book. “Really? How so?”

“Well, it wasn't published, not really, until 1960, just as the sexual revolution was beginning.”

“But it was written in the twenties, wasn’t it?”

“But because of the story and the language, Lawrence had to publish it privately, with only a few thousand copies printed on the sly in Italy.” I’m somewhat surprised that an English major wouldn’t be familiar with the novel’s fascinating backstory, but I don’t say anything. “What did you find appealing, exactly?”

She looks away again. “The sex is pretty hot, for one thing. But more than all the language, it’s the excitement Connie feels when Mellors is with her. That swirl of emotion she has to deal with, cheating on her disabled husband with his tacit approval, being with a man who is, quote, inferior to her in the grand scheme of things. It’s all so illicit, which makes it even hotter.”

It sounds to me as if Jamie is opening the door to a deeper discussion about sex, but my ingrained reticence to go there with a female student rears its ugly head. I hesitate, and she sees me do it.

“What?” she asks.

“Illicit sex is a…?” I’m at a loss for the right word.

“Turn on?” she smirks. “Yeah, isn’t it for everyone?”

I smile. “Well, yeah. But for some more than others.” I put my book aside. “Are you one of those, Jamie?” It’s a leading question, but I am getting a sense she wants me to go there. I’ve been trying to break out of my self-imposed constraints when it comes to sex, as Lorna and Teri can attest. Suddenly, I feel like I’m getting a similar vibe from Jamie.

Am I nuts?

Maybe.

“I guess I am, Ian.” She goes quiet. “Kind of like you, I’d say.”

“Me?”

She rolls her eyes. “Come on, Ian. You’re living with two young hotties who, if you listen real close, are enjoying each other’s company as we speak.” She puts her hand to her ear and leans to the side. Now that she’s pointed it out, I can make out the sounds of passion floating down the stairs from the bedroom.

Now it’s my turn to color.

“No need to be embarrassed, Ian,” she coos as she leans forward and stands up, facing me. “I love it, to be honest. It’s so… uninhibited. I fucking love that.” She saunters towards me with a sexy smile on her lips that floors me. Is this happening? Is she for real?

“I’m so glad you’re not…embarrassed, Jamie,” I tell her as she climbs onto the sofa next to me. I shift around to face her, but she drapes an arm over my shoulders and touches my hair. It’s one of the most sensual, direct, and enticing invitations I’ve ever experienced, which is saying something after living with Lorna and Teri for the past few weeks. But there’s something about Jamie that’s just…irresistible.

She gives me a look as she sits next to me at a respectable distance. I raise my eyebrows to ask her silently what’s up.

“I read Chatterley for the first time as part of a class I took two years ago,” she begins. “It was a class that looked at sex in literature, of all things. We read things like Fear of Flying by Erica Jong, and The Secretary by Mary Gaitskill, which is all about BDSM. But the thing that I remember most was how the guys in the class objected to Connie’s husband being okay with her sleeping with the gamekeeper. They were convinced that cuckolds don’t exist in real life, even though they’re all over the porn sites on the internet. It was a hoot. They got so pissed off about it.”

“Why?”

She shrugs. “Why did they get pissed off? I really don’t know. I think it violated their sense of how men view women as their property on some subconscious level or something.” She kicks off her shoes and tucks her feet under her on the sofa. “You’re not like that, are you, Ian? Possessive, I mean. Given what’s going on upstairs.” She smiles the most innocent smile at me, as if to dare me to tell her that I get jealous. Which I don’t. Not to my knowledge, at least.

“It never came up in my marriage, to be honest,” I tell her. “But this feels different, the relationship I have with Lorna and Teri. We’re not married or anything like it.”

“Yeah, I get that,” she allows as she runs her hand across my forearm. “Still, y’all seem pretty relaxed about sex and all.”

“I guess we are. It’s great,” I say in a soft tone.

“And it’s pretty clear that Lorna and Teri don’t have any issues with sharing either, do they?”

I shake my head. “No, they don’t seem to.”

“Yeah, I can tell.” She keeps running her fingers across my arm, and I smile again. She smiles back at me.

“I think I need to kiss you, Ian,” she whispers, then she leans in and brushes her lips against mine. “That’s okay, isn’t it?” She reaches for my shirt collar with her free hand and tugs it as she leans in again and kisses me more convincingly.

Jamie is a fabulous kisser.

Suddenly, the lights go out. I know from experience that the main circuit breaker is the culprit, as this seems to happen every couple of weeks.

“How did you do that?” Jamie asks.

I chuckle. “It’s a problem I’m looking into. The fuse box is ancient, maybe as old as the house. It’s why I always light a candle after the sun goes down.” There’s a lit candle on the coffee table just in front of the couch. “I’ve got an electrician coming over to check it out next week.”

She laughs. “And here I thought the candle was a gesture of some sort.”

“Really? You think I’m that kind of guy?”

She melts into my arms. “I was kind of hoping you were.” She kisses me again, and it’s incredible. I’ve been enjoying kissing Lorna and Teri for weeks now after years of not being kissed nearly enough, but Jamie is on a whole other level. It doesn’t hurt that she is extraordinarily beautiful, sensual, and apparently, rather uninhibited. The newly subdued lighting only enhances an already incredible experience.

~ Jamie ~

Calling Ian “forbidden fruit” isn’t quite the right way to describe him, but it comes close. He ticks a lot of boxes in that category; boxes that should tell a girl like me to back the hell off, but I don’t want to. He’s older. A widower. He possesses the kind of wealth that always makes me furious to think about. He’s already got two young women - two smoking hot, incredibly sexy young women - vying for his attention.

And yet, in spite of all that, I find myself craving him at this moment. More than I’ve ever craved any man before. Why is that? Sure, I’ve been single for a while now. I’ve lived alone all year so far. I’ve listened to Teri and Lorna enjoying acts beyond my feeble imagination several times a week, every week, for months now.

But the most appealing part is Ian himself. While he represents everything that makes my inner journalist recoil - a wealthy, powerful, unleashed older man - he is hands down one of the most charming, honest, caring, genuine people I’ve ever met. He lives a life of complete, unfettered freedom; spiritually, financially, sexually. What kind of woman wouldn’t want to sample some of that for herself?

All these thoughts swirl through my mind for a brief flash, then fade into nothingness. The only thing inside my head right now is a swelling, rising wave of pure need. I let out a little sighing moan into Ian’s mouth. His tongue continues its slow, languid exploration of my own. We’re in the dark library, sitting on the couch, making out, taking our time, bathed in the soft, warm glow of a churning candle. It feels good. It feels right.

We part for a moment. His eyes are glazed over. There’s a hint of color in his cheeks. My top is open at the front, exposing my bra - when did that happen? - yet his gaze never leaves my face. What he says next takes me by surprise.

“Are you sure?”

It gives me just enough room to breathe and pause and collect myself. Am I sure? Really, truly sure?

“We shouldn’t.” I hate myself for saying the words, even as they leave my lips. “I’m a journalist. You’re my subject. It’s wrong. Unprofessional. Unethical.”

Most men in his situation would try to find a cunning loophole or workaround in my logic. They’d tell me that the story has already been published and we no longer have a journalist-subject arrangement. Or they’d encourage me to let my heart decide or some other totally crap that pop culture has brainwashed women into believing is an acceptable excuse for trading your morals for a brief fling.

Instead, Ian gives a short, understanding nod. He says, “If that’s what you want, I accept.”

I throw myself at him. I grasp his body and press my lips to his and clutch at him with intense, burning, desperate need-

Then I pull away again, shocked at my own actions. He blinks, stunned.

“I thought you didn’t want to…?” Bewilderment is all over his face.

“I know, I know… Fuck. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. Dammit!” I stand from the couch. My heart is racing. I want him but I shouldn’t want him. What the hell is going on with me?

As I stand, the book falls to the floor. Lady Chatterley is splayed open at my feet. It’s almost impossible for me not to read some kind of symbolism in that. I kneel and pick up the book and close it carefully. Now I’m on my knees in front of Ian. On my knees and looking up at him. On my knees and gazing into his handsome face and those bright, energetic eyes. He’s above me and right in front of me and there for the taking.

Irre-fucking-sistible.

I lean forward again and pull him into another kiss. This one is fierce. Intense. Hungry. No more gentle caresses, only yearning needs. He responds with similar passion, but there’s restraint in his kiss now. I can’t blame him. I probably seem borderline crazy right now with all my back-and-forth flip-flopping.

A brief yet charged silence settles over the two of us. Ian looks into my eyes. I feel like my face is burning hot and my heart is beating ten times too fast and my belly is swirling with a mixture of emotions. Logic tells me that we shouldn’t go any further than this - in fact, I should go home right now and cut off all contact with Ian without a second thought. But I’m not operating on logic at this moment in time. I’m following my gut.

And my gut wants more.

Another kiss. I hold his head and pull his mouth to mine and let out another sighing exhale of anticipatory excitement. My body is leaning into him now, but he still resists the urge to put his hands on me. I can feel his erotic pull and taste his lust and smell his desire, yet he refrains from kicking this up a notch.

We break apart again. My chest rises and falls. This bra feels two sizes too small. My underwear is a burden. My clothes are in the way.

Ian takes a breath and asks once more, “Are you sure?”

“Take my clothes off.”

That’s all the permission he needs. He reaches out and lifts me to my feet. His hands move and glide with infinite care and skill. My top falls to the floor. My bra follows suit. He inhales a sharp breath at the sight of my bare breasts and firm, rose-pink nipples.

Most guys would pause at this juncture and play with my body for a few moments, amusing themselves under the guise of “turning me on” or something like that. They’d cup my tits and suck my nipples and maybe even rub their faces around my chest. But Ian, I’m quickly learning, is not like any other man in the world. I told him to undress me and that’s what he’s going to do.

He unbuttons my pants and guides them to the floor, his warm hands sliding down my creamy legs. A lusty sigh escapes my throat before I’m even aware of it. I make a silent thanks to the powers that be for having the foresight to shave my legs last night.

Now I’m standing in front of him in just my panties. Nothing cute or overly sexy, just a simple black pair that hugs my butt and makes me feel good. If I’d known where this night would lead, maybe I would have busted out my special date night underwear. But this is good enough for now. For the first time.

Despite my lack of clothing, he still doesn’t look away from my face. It’s charming, gentlemanly, reassuring. It makes me feel like he’s in this moment for me and not for the inevitable end result. I’ve had some partners in the past who seemed to forget that I was a human being once our clothes came off. Ian is the opposite: I need to encourage him to enjoy my femininity.

“Good enough? I know you’re spoiled for choice around here…”

His eyes sweep across me, and his face lights up with sheer joy and wonder. He takes my hand and pulls me closer. I straddle his lap. My hands slide under his shirt. I help him out of those clothes. We move quickly yet carefully, both wanting to keep the intensity of this moment yet not daring to rush it. I unzip his pants and push them down and open his shorts and free his hard, warm member. It springs up at my touch as though summoned by magic. He looks at me and gives a slight grin.

“Good enough?”

“It’s perfect.”

I take him in my hand, enjoying the shape and size and feel of that wonderful organ. Every man is wildly different from the next and Ian has his own distinct manhood. It’s exactly right in every way possible; the right size, a wonderful thickness, a pleasing shape, and, best of all, it’s mine.

Now the only thing separating our bodies, the only thing between us, is the thin fabric of my underwear. I could dismount him and take them off. I could get up and remove them. But who has the time for that? I slip my fingers underneath and tug them aside and bring his wonderful, warm, perfect hardness to my intimate lips and sink down onto him and-

“Oh, God, Ian!”

His arms encircle my waist, holding me steady, offering support as I tremble with the all-consuming delight of mounting him for the first time. His warmth fills me, sending ripples of delicious pressure through my belly. I stay still for a moment, flexing my intimate muscles and squeezing his manhood. He groans. I smile at his reaction.

“Don’t be gentle. I want you to fuck me.”

He starts moving underneath me, grinding from below, his hips rolling, causing that wonderful cock to piston up and down inside me. It brushes the walls of my tunnel. Each movement sends yet more sparks of bliss through me.

He starts slowly, as though testing the waters, despite my insistence that he not be gentle. After a few moments, I’m moaning to encourage him. I drape my arms around his neck and pull his face into my breasts. His hot mouth finds my nipples, and I let out a gasp of ecstasy.

Ian begins to quicken his pace. I start to buck and rock in his lap. My body moves now, mirroring his strokes to pull him fully inside me with each thrust. My breathless gasps fill the quiet library. The couch squeaks beneath us. He moans into my breasts. The sound of his pleasure makes my sex quiver with lust. It’s so much deeper and more masculine than any other man I’ve ever been with before now, and the knowledge that I’m pleasing him, with all his experience and extra years, turns me on like crazy.

“Yes, Ian! Yes! More!”

We increase our pace together, working in unison, moving in harmony. I am a boat on the stormy seas of Ian's passion. I ride the waves and currents. Cresting each rise and sinking into every deliciously deep undulation. My breathless groans fill the air. At first I’m moaning at a steady rhythm, gasping on the upswing and letting out deeper exhales when I lower onto him. But before long, our pace has quickened to a more passionate and determined state. Soon, the intoxicating slapping sounds of naked skin on naked skin begin to echo around the library. Ian isn’t making love to me and we’re not having sex; we’re fucking, pure and simple. Exactly what I wanted.

He pulls his face away from my breasts. His cheeks are flushed with effort and his eyes glow with the heat of his lust. All his considerable mental powers are solely focused on the act. Ian’s expression of intense, burning concentration drives me fucking crazy. I grab my breasts and squeeze them, sending a fresh bolt of erotic lightning through me.

“Harder, Ian! Don’t stop! I want to cum for you!”

Somehow, he does as I beg. Ian is almost hammering at me from below now, and I’m utterly lost at the mercy of his frantic lust. I scream in formless rapture up to the library ceiling and begin to spasm with the power of my orgasm. My eyes close. My mouth opens. My fingers grip his body. He keeps fucking me. I keep screaming.

It’s better than I could have possibly imagined.

My sex grips him tighter, making it feel even better for both of us. His gasps become shallower and more intense. His hands grip my ass, pulling me down into him with pure masculine strength. Our eyes lock.

He’s close. I can feel it. I can see it.

“Cum in me!”

Ian lets out a furious growl. He pulls me into his lap and turns to the side, and rolls me onto the couch. In a moment, Ian is mounting me in one swift motion, without missing a beat. His unstoppable lust makes me moan even harder and if he doesn’t cum soon, I’m gonna lose my mind.

He fucks me on the couch. We are entwined, a sexual Goddess and her God. I am Aphrodite. I am Persephone. I am Lady Chatterley. I am Jamie. He is Ian.

Ian gasps. His body twitches. His bare cock pulses in the depths of my sex and a sudden volcanic eruption floods me. I coo in bliss at the intense feeling of being fucked and filled and owned by a man like him. I groan in satisfaction and grip his body with my thighs so he can’t pull out. I want it all; I’ve been waiting for this. I need it. I deserve it.

We remain locked in place like this for a few long, beautiful moments. His cock pulses inside me, emptying every drop of passion into my warm and inviting sex. His eyes are fixed on mine. I watch his expression soften, bit by bit, from burning intensity to overwhelming pleasure, before morphing into that blissful post-coital relaxation.

“Wow,” he says, with a gasp of breath. “That was something.”

“You’re telling me.” I giggle. “Something special.”

He kisses me again, still with as much longing as I felt the first time our lips touched. We stay together on the couch for a few languid minutes, content to enjoy the warm afterglow of our lovemaking. Finally, he eases back and breaks our connection. We dress again, moving slow, both lost in that wonderful feeling only two lovers can fully understand.

After that, it feels like my business here is concluded. I feel a strange heaviness in my chest at the thought of leaving Ian right after we’ve had sex - what is this, a pump and dump? - but I’ve taken up enough of his time tonight. To be honest, I’m just glad that we’ve finally broken the ice and gotten to a new place together. I hope he’s not going to be awkward or uncomfortable around me next time we meet, but something in my gut says that Ian isn’t that type of man.

We walk upstairs together. A sound from the kitchen snatches my attention. Lorna and Teri are sitting at the island, sharing a tub of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream by candlelight. They look up as I approach and smile.

“Well,” Lorna says, “it’s about damn time.”

They touch spoons as though high-fiving. I wink, too happy to blush at being overheard, and turn back to the door. Ian is standing behind me, a serene expression on his face.

“Leaving so soon?”

“Uh, yeah? Don’t I always?”

“Sure, but…” He pauses for a moment. “You don’t have to. It’s late. The power’s out. You’re more than welcome to stay. If you want, obviously.”

“That sounds nice. But I don’t have anything to wear.”

He cracks a knowing smile and says, “In this house, that’s not a problem…”
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~ Ian ~

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

Talk about an embarrassment of riches.

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

This could not be happening.

Not to me, at least.

And yet…it is.

~ Harper ~

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

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

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

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

Which sounds dreamy…

Click here to leave a review of Love Without Limits (Part 3)
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Please leave a review, or even just a rating! We so appreciate it!
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