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

~ Ian ~ 

Some men collect watches. I collect women in need.
It wasn’t something I intended to do, but now that I’ve started, it’s impossible to stop.
That’s when I encounter a gorgeous young woman, struggling to keep her business afloat.
It would be easy to write a check and walk away.
But that’s not who I am.
And it’s not what either of us craves… 

~ Gina ~ 

My life is falling apart like the cakes I’m struggling to bake.
Everything is going wrong and if I don’t do something - fast! - I’ll lose it all.
And then he walks into my life.
Is he my knight in shining armor?
Is he my destiny?
If I want to know for sure, all I need to do is reach out and take his hand… 

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

I’m standing in the doorway to the kitchen of my house, watching the controlled chaos that is in full swing on a late autumn Saturday afternoon in Ann Arbor. I’ve been smiling as I watch them, smiling so much that my face hurts. Not that I’m complaining.

Far from it.

The house I share with six women of varying ages and personalities, but who are uniformly beautiful in their own way, is full to overflowing, which I find as surprisingly satisfying as it was unexpected. It’s a never-ending show that I never tire of. I just wonder how I got so lucky.

“Are you making those delicious puff pastry appetizers, Teri?” Lorna asks as she walks into the room. “I’ll help you if you need it.”

“No, I don’t have time at this point,” Teri answers as she wipes her brow with the back of her hand.

“Where’d all this champagne come from?” Jamie asks.

“I picked it up,” Rene says. “You can’t have a proper celebration without it.”

“What are we celebrating again?” I ask.

“Ian!” several, perhaps all of them, shout in unison.

“Harper and Teri’s news,” Valerie adds in her best schoolmarm tone.

“I’m kidding,” I protest with my hands in the air.

“Men,” she says, kidding, I think. “You’re all hopeless.”

I smile and shrug, to which she gives me an arched eyebrow, a shrug, and a quick turn away from the scene.

“I’m going next door for more champagne flutes,” she says as she disappears down the hallway to the front door.

“Anything I can do to help?” I ask Teri, who always looks like she’s barely in control, but who never fails to turn out a superlative effort, whether it’s dinner for seven or a dinner party for twenty. Not that we’ve ever had that many people over for dinner – I just know she could handle it.

“Actually,” she says as she wipes her forehead again. “I’m supposed to have a cake delivered, but it’s not here. Can you call the bakery for me?”

“Sure, which one?” I ask as I pull my phone from my pocket. “Zingerman’s?”

“No, Lorna told me about this place she tried on East Liberty,” she says as she turns to Lorna. “What was the name of it again?”

“Sweet Provisions,” Lorna says as she pours herself a cup of coffee.

“That’s it,” Teri confirms as she looks at me. “Can you give them a call?”

“I’m on it,” I tell her as I Google the name. I click the button to call them, and it rings without anyone answering, then switches me to voicemail. I leave a message and then give Teri the news, adding, “Seems a little early in the day to be closed already, even for a bakery.”

“They’re usually open until 3,” Lorna says. “I wonder what’s going on.”

“If I don’t have a cake…” Teri begins, but I cut her off.

“I’ll go.” I grab my keys and turn to leave.

“No, Ian,” Teri protests, but I wave her off.

“It’s no trouble.” I’m out the door before she can respond.

The drive toward campus is surprisingly free of traffic, so I’m at the bakery in short order. The day is perfect, as the leaves are just beginning to turn, something I missed during the years I spent in California’s endless summers. I have to smile at how wonderful my life has become in just a few short months.

I pull up in front of the bakery and wonder why it’s dark so early. I exit the vehicle and walk to the door, which has a sign hanging that says they’re open until 3, as Lorna had said, but they look like they haven’t been open all day. I peer inside and see the cases are largely empty, with just a few pastries and cupcakes behind the glass. Then I notice a pair of feet sticking out from behind the counter, as if someone is sitting or lying on the floor. I try the door and am somewhat surprised to find it unlocked. As I push it open, a small bell tinkles overheard, the sound incongruous with the vibe of trouble I’m getting from the scene.

“We’re closed,” a small, distressed voice croaks from behind the counter. My relief is palpable – at least she’s not unconscious or worse. "Go away. Please just go away."

“Is everything okay?” I ask as I come around the end of the counter and see a young woman with blond hair, tears streaming down her face, sitting against the wall on the linoleum floor. Her head is buried in her hands, and her shoulders are shaking with silent sobs. Scattered around her are the remains of what looked like a three-tier cake. It had collapsed into a heap of white sponge and smeared buttercream. The smell of the shop is cloyingly sweet, but underneath it is the metallic tang of something burnt. I see an industrial mixer in the corner; its housing is cracked, and a dark puddle of hydraulic fluid has seeped onto the floor.

“No, everything is not okay,” she chokes through her tears. “I said we’re closed.”

“Okay, I heard you,” I tell her in as soothing a tone as I can manage. “But I’m supposed to have a cake delivered today for a party and…”

“Oh, god,” the woman wails as she buries her face in her hands. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t…” She sobs uncontrollably with her head between her knees.

“Hey, it’s okay,” I tell her as I kneel at her feet. “It’s not the end of the world if you…”

“No, you don’t understand,” she says suddenly, looking up at me with red eyes and quivering lips. “Yours was the only order I had today, and I couldn’t even manage that. The mixer is broken and I don’t have any money to fix it, so I tried to make the cake by hand but I don’t know what happened.”

I reach out and touch the girl’s shoulder. I keep quiet, not knowing what else to say.

“I’m such a loser,” she says, mostly to herself. “I’m such a pathetic loser.”

“Now, that’s not true. You’re just having a bad day.”

She looks at me and wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “No, it is true," she whispers, wiping her face. "The mixer... it just gave up. And then I tried to move the tiers by myself and I tripped. I can’t... I can’t do this anymore."

"Take a breath," I say. "It’s just a cake."

"It’s not just a cake," she snaps, a flash of spirit returning to her voice before it breaks again. "It was the only order I had this week. I can’t afford to fix the mixer. I can’t afford to pay my suppliers. I’ve been sleeping in the back room because I can’t go back to my mother’s house. It’s too empty since she passed last year."

I feel a familiar pang of sympathy. I know what it’s like to be haunted by an empty house.

"What’s your name?" I ask.

"Gina," she says, her voice small.

"Well, Gina, here is the situation. I have a house full of women who are expecting a celebration. One of them is a journalist who will likely write a scathing review if I come back empty-handed, and another is a former con artist who might just come here and steal your remaining flour out of spite," I say with an ironic smirk.

Gina lets out a wet, hitching laugh. "I don't have much flour left to steal."

"Let’s see what we can save," I gesture to the ruins. "The top tier looks mostly intact. Do you have any boxes?"

She stared at me for a long moment, appearing confused by my lack of anger. I wait, giving her the space to process that I wasn't there to demand a refund or a miracle.

Eventually, she nods and stands up, leaning on the counter for support. She’s wearing a tight, ribbed T-shirt under her apron, showing off her slender frame. As she moves to the back to find a box, I can’t help but notice her.

We work together for several minutes, both concentrating on our task. I help her scrape the salvageable parts of the cake into a smaller box. We don't talk much, but the tension in the room begins to dissipate. She finds some extra cupcakes in the cooler, and we box those too. It isn't the grand centerpiece Teri envisioned, but it’s something.

When we finish, I pull out my wallet.

"I can't charge you for this," Gina says, shaking her head. "It's a mess."

"The price was two hundred dollars, correct?" I ask. I pull out four hundred-dollar bills and lay them on the counter.

"That's too much," she protests, her eyes filling with tears again.

"It's for the cake we saved, the cupcakes, and for the fact that you didn't kick me out when I barged in here after you said you were closed.” I reach into my pocket, pull out a small, embossed business card, and place it on top of the money. "My household is... unconventional, Gina. We have a way of helping people find their footing when their world feels like it’s collapsing."

She looked at the card, then back at me.

"When you’re tired of sleeping in the back room," I tell her, my voice dropping to a lower, more serious register, "and when you’re ready to talk about what you actually need to get this place running again, call me."

I didn't wait for her to answer. I pick up the box of salvaged cake and walk to the door. As I reach my car, I look back through the window. Gina is still standing at the counter, her small hand resting on the bills, her gaze fixed intently on the card I had left behind.

I start the engine, already rehearsing the story I’ll tell Teri and Lorna. I know, with the same mathematical certainty I used to bring to my lectures, that I will be seeing Gina again soon.

~ Gina ~

“Who in God’s name is Ian Chandler?”

Even now, ten minutes after the cracked and battered bell by the door gave a pathetic tinkle and fell silent, I’m standing at the counter, staring at the little business card. It’s a simple, elegant, neatly-printed rectangle, yet it clearly cost a pretty penny. The text embossed on the off-white card is golden and each letter raised so I can feel the name with my thumb. Ian. Chandler.

But unlike your usual business card, there’s only one other piece of information given here: a phone number. Nothing that tells me who Ian Chandler is or what Ian Chandler does or why Ian Chandler felt compelled to pay double the price for a cake I completely and utterly screwed up.

Whoever that man is, I have a feeling that I’ll be eternally grateful to him. Not just for the money - and God knows I need - but for being so damned normal about everything before that. I would not have reacted in the same way if I walked into a business and found the owner crying on the floor and refusing to work. I could not have gotten off the floor by myself and the way he swooped in, yes, that’s the exact word for it, and got me back on my feet and focused again

My little meltdown this morning has been a long time coming. A really long time. Even before I lost my mom, it was bubbling inside me. This has been building literally since the first diagnosis and I was forced to drop everything and try to keep Sweet Provisions running all by myself. Sometimes your world collapses into oblivion in an instant, like a tragic car crash or the random act of a vengeful God, but mine crumbled in small yet noticeable sections. It started with the extra financial burden of trying to look after my mother. A few dollars here. A hundred bucks there. Then that turned into me not having enough money for both food and rent. I was forced to leave my apartment to look after mom. Sure, I tried to frame this as me wanting to be close by and take care of her, but she saw right through it. The look of pain in her eyes will stay with me forever. Not the pain of the disease, but the pain of being a burden on her only daughter.

If that was the worst thing to happen, it would have been fine. But little by little, it all fell apart. Prices started to go up. Owning a bakery is one of those wonderful, whimsical dreams that sounds incredible until you actually do it. It’s not just running the store, it’s everything else on top of that; keeping my ingredients up to date, cleaning, paperwork, financials, supplies, deliveries, and handling customers. And that’s not even factoring in the two AM wakeup calls to begin baking bread and trying to make sure I can meet the obscene rent costs for a store of this miniscule size.

I don’t remember the exact moment I knew it was slipping through my fingers. Maybe there were warning signs, but I was buried too deep to see any of them. It was like trying to see a red flag over the waves of a tsunami. Not so long ago, I had two employees working under me. They stayed even after the first check bounced. But not the second. One day I realized that I was running it all on my own and it was falling apart.

Looking back, that should have been my wakeup call.

But I couldn’t give it up. Not right away. Being a baker was everything I’d ever wanted. Making these delicious treats was all I knew how to do. Running my own business was my dream. Making people happy with cupcakes and baked goods and cookies was the best thing I could imagine.

So I kept going, going, going. Even when it was stupid. Even when it was foolhardy. Even when it cost me more to open the store than I would realistically make in the day. Even when my own limited pool of savings was being drained just keeping the lights on.

And then mom passed. I sat by her side. Held her hand. Talked to her. One moment, she was there. Looking at me. Her eyes filled with pride and love. Then she was gone. Only a husk in the shape of my mother remained.

Looking back, that should have been another wakeup call.

Instead of grieving, I worked harder. Convinced myself to get up at one in the morning, instead of two, and bake even more bread. I pushed myself through the ache in my heart and buried it by not thinking about how sad and lonely and empty I felt. If I didn’t stop working, I wouldn’t have time to mourn. I worked until I collapsed on the makeshift camp bed in the back room, then woke up and carried on.

How many wakeup calls can a girl miss?

It wasn’t just the store’s rent that steadily rose through the roof. The price of goddamned everything just about tripled over the last few months. Now all those precious wholesale baking ingredients, the lifeblood of my business, cost way more to purchase. I had to start charging more just to break even. Customers stopped buying so much because who can justify dropping five entire dollars for a sweet treat on the spur of the moment? First they stopped buying an extra cookie. Then they stopped buying donuts. Then they stopped coming entirely. Before I knew it, I was barely scraping by and only making money from taking orders.

Then my mixer broke.

Then the cake broke.

Then I broke.

Again, I say out loud, “Who in God’s name is Ian Chandler?”

Some guy just waltzes into my bakery, my closed bakery, and helps me complete his order without a word of complaint, then paid me double for work I didn’t even properly finish and strolled on out again. What was it he said?

When you’re tired of sleeping in the back room, and when you’re ready to talk about what you actually need to get this place running again, call me.

What I need… The idea makes me laugh. I need time. Money. Equipment. Customers. A landlord who doesn’t rip me off and an economy that doesn’t make me scream. All the things that nobody in the world can give me.

The doorbell tinkles again. My heart leaps, in spite of how dejected and broken I’m feeling right now. I look up, big smile at the ready, and say, “Ian, I told you-”

But the man standing at the door to my little bakery is not Ian. He does not have a kind face. He does not have a soothing aura. No, the man staring at me from the other side of the store is none other than the landlord. He’s a squat man with a large belly and a bald head. Looking at him makes my stomach tighten.

“Mister Lancer.” My body tenses immediately, like some kind of animal survival instinct. “I’m sorry, the bakery isn’t open right now.”

He glances around, evidently unimpressed, scanning the empty shelves, vacant tables, and deserted displays. “Closed? How do you expect to pay rent if you’re not opening the store?”

“W-well, actually, today I’ve had some private clients.”

“Uh-huh.” He strolls toward me, standing on the other side of the counter like a customer. But I feel zero warmth coming from this man. I fight every urge telling me to turn tail and run into the backroom, lock the door, call the cops. If I did that, he’d be alone in my bakery and he could do anything. Maybe it’s better to look him in the eye and take whatever’s coming. “Your rent was due on Monday. It still hasn’t arrived.”

“Oh, really?” I try to sound surprised by that revelation, as if I am not responsible for the missed payment. “Maybe I could call the bank and find out what happened to it.”

“Don’t bother. I already did. They can’t find any record of a transaction in progress. Ain’t that strange?”

I swallow. “Y-yes. Very.”

Now Mister Lancer starts to walk around the counter. He’s blocking my exit. His body language doesn’t appear outwardly intimidating, but there is nothing friendly in his demeanor or stance. This is not a personal visit. He says, “This is the third time you’ve missed a payment in the last six months, Gina.”

“Hey! The first one was not my fault!”

He stares at me. He doesn’t care.

I fumble and turn to my handbag. “Let me write you a check, right now. Let me-”

“No checks.” He moves fast, suddenly appearing at my side. He grabs my wrist. I gasp and squirm, but he holds me tight. “I don’t trust checks, definitely not from you. Cash or nothing.”

“Cash?” Blind panic seizes me. He holds me in a grip like an anaconda squeezing its prey. “You’re hurting me!”

He ignores my protest. Instead he yanks me hard, forcing us face-to-face. His unpleasant scent fills my nose. It’s hard not to wretch. How does one man smell like the floor of a dive bar at the end of a night? He says, “Cash or nothing. You got the cash?”

A little voice in the back of my mind screams at me to stay quiet and not to tell him about the money in my purse. I need that way more than he does. With that money, I could restock my depleted ingredients and actually get some products on these shelves. His hand squeezes tighter. I have tears in my eyes.

“Let go! Please! It hurts!”

“So you don’t have the money?” His lips pull back into an unpleasant, threatening sneer. Pure terror grips my heart. “Well, if money’s tight…” He grabs my chin with the other hand and strokes my cheek with a thumb. That gentle, intimate touch of his calloused skin makes me want to barf. “...we could always work something out. A girl like you could use a man to-”

I slap him. Hard. Not even thinking about it, just pure instinct. My hand swings out on a reflex and strikes him across the face with a dull wet smack that echoes and reverberates through the tiny bakery. He roars in fury and shoves me. I stumble back and slam the counter, arms wheeling to stay balanced. The motion catches my bag and it falls to the floor at his feet. Money cascades out. Four crisp green bills. Four crisp green one-hundred-dollar bills. He stares at them for a moment. His nostrils flare.

“You lying little bitch.”

“Please, I- I need that! It was a client commission, I need that to buy ingredients! You can’t-!”

He bends and snatches up the money before I can move. He clutches that precious money in his fist waving it at me as if trying to choke it.

“You’ll buy your shit when you’ve paid what you owe. Where’s the rest?” He turns his hand, counting the money in his head. One, two, three, four. “This is barely half!”

“I don’t have it.” I’m crying now. Big, wet, bitter tears are rolling down my cheeks. This is the end, surely. The end of my bakery. Of my dream. Of my life. This is where it all comes crashing down around my ears. Not with a bang or a whimper, but with a furious landlord and a huge amount of debt. “I’m telling you the truth, I don’t have it!”

He growls and slams his fist on the cash register. It makes a weak chime and pops open. Sure enough, the drawer is empty. He stares at it in disbelief.

“That’s it,” he says. “I’m tired of this shit. You got one week to pay up. After that, I get the lawyers involved and I’ll take everything you have.”

“Please…”

“This will do for now.” He stuffs the money in his pocket.

“I don’t have it! I don’t have anything!” My mom would be so ashamed of me right now. She always taught me not to cry, to be brave, to face my problems head-on and never show weakness. But here I am, bawling like a child and I can’t stop. “I don’t have any money! No customers! No food, nothing to sell! I’ve got nothing! Please! I’m sorry, I’m sorry…!”

He scowls. There is a brief moment where I wonder if he’s about to finally soften and relent. Maybe give me a hundred bucks back so I can open the store tomorrow. But he storms over to my mixer, the broken mixer with the leaking fluid, and grabs it. The thing is heavy, but he’s a big, strong man, driven by anger. He lifts it off the counter and pulls the plug out of the wall. My jaw drops.

“What are you doing? That’s mine! I need it!”

“Yeah? Well, I need rent. And if you can’t pay up, I’ll sell this. Looks expensive, right?”

“That’s my mom’s! Please! Please!”

But he ignores my pitiful pleas for mercy. Mister Lancer stomps around the counter and across the bakery, utterly indifferent to my cries. He yanks the door open and storms out, taking my mom’s precious mixer with him. The door bounces hard on the hinges and swings back, slamming against the frame. The little doorbell gives a harsh tinkle, then falls from the hook and smashes on the floor.

I sink to my knees and weep. How much more can I possibly endure? I reach for my fallen handbag and pick it up. A small white rectangle catches my attention. A small white business card with a name, a number, and elegant, embossed lettering.

When you’re tired of sleeping in the back room, and when you’re ready to talk about what you actually need to get this place running again, call me.

Do I? Should I?

What have I got to lose?


2

~ Ian ~

“I’ll get it,” I call out to no one and everyone at the party as our doorbell rings for the umpteenth time. I’m shocked at the number of people who are already here to help us celebrate Harper’s college acceptance and Teri’s business launch, but more and more keep on coming. I had no idea the girls had so many friends.

Not that I’m complaining.

“No, Ian,” Valerie says as she touches my arm. “I’ll go. You stay here.” She strides off toward the front door, leaving me surrounded by coeds and neighbors, most of whom I don’t know but who all seem to know me.

“Ian,” Jamie says. “This is Aubry Michaels, my best photographer.”

“Your only photographer,” the striking brunette says with a laugh as she extends her hand. “I’ve heard so much about you,” she adds with a warm smile. “You’re quite the dope GOAT on campus right now.”

“Uh, thanks?” I mutter vaguely, hoping she doesn’t hear me over the din in the kitchen.

“You’re cool as shit, Ian,” Jamie explains, not quite rolling her eyes as the two women laugh at the absurdity of her statement.

“No, seriously,” Aubry insists, her laugh not nearly as condescending as it could have been. “What you’re doing here, for Jamie and everybody, it’s straight fire.”

I look helplessly at Jamie and she rolls her eyes again, this time more at her friend than at me. “She’s yanking your chain, Ian.” She turns to her and they laugh again. “Don’t be like that, Aubry.” She touches her arm and suddenly, I sense a closer relationship than simply editor and photographer at the school paper.

“We need Ian to make a speech,” Lorna says as she appears out of nowhere, grabs my arm, and drags me into the living room. “Come on.”

As she hustles me into the living room, my phone rings. I don’t recognize the number, but it’s local, and given what happened at the bakery an hour ago, I answer it. I put a finger in the air and turn away from the noise, covering my other ear while turning up the volume to the max.

“Hello?” Nothing. “Hello?” I try again.

“Ian?” a small voice, barely there, responds. “This is Gina, from the bakery.”

“Gina, hi,” I almost shout as I slip into the hall that leads to my study to get away from the noise. “Sorry, it’s loud in here. Let me get somewhere quieter.” I enter my study and close the door behind me.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she says. “You have your party, don’t you?”

“It’s fine,” I tell her in a calm voice. “What’s the matter, Gina? You sound upset.”

“It’s nothing, Ian. It can wait,” she says, almost choking on the words.

“Nonsense, Gina. What happened?”

“My landlord came and took the money you gave me because I’m behind on the rent,” she says so fast I can barely understand her. “And he took my mother’s mixer. I don’t know what to do.”

“Are you still at the bakery?”

“Yes.”

“Stay there. I’ll be right over.”

She hesitates. “No, you don’t have to do that, Ian.”

“I’ll bring some help and we’ll get you up and running again, okay?”

After a long pause, she asks, “You would do that?”

“Of course,” I tell her as I leave my study and head to the kitchen to look for Lorna. “We’ll leave in a few minutes. Keep the door locked until we get there.”

“Thanks, Ian. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Don’t worry, Gina. We’ll sort this out, okay?”

“Okay. I’ll see you soon?”

“You absolutely will, Gina.” I hang up and see Lorna who is helping Teri with some hors d'oeuvres. When they see me coming toward them, their eyes go wide so I try to calm down before I scare them.

“What is it, Ian?” Lorna asks. “You look pissed as hell.”

“I am pissed,” I growl. “You know that bakery and the woman who runs it? Gina?”

“Yeah, Gina’s great.”

“Well, she’s in trouble and we need to go help her.”

“Now?” Teri asks as she looks around at the crowd. “What’s going on?”

“I’ll explain on the way. But can you gather up all the baking ingredients we have and your best mixer? She’s having a melt down and we need to bail her out.”

“But the party…” Teri says.

I calm myself and lower my voice. “I’ll have Valerie stay here and hold down the fort. We won’t be long.”

“It’s fine, Ter,” Lorna says to her before she turns to me. “We’re on it, Ian. You find Valerie and I’ll tell Harper we’re going but we’ll be back as soon as we can.” 

I nod. “Great. I’ll get Jamie and Rene.”

“All hands on deck, eh?” Lorna says with a smile. “And you know this girl, what? All of a couple of hours?”

“Well, yeah…” I feel my face burning. “But she needs…”

Lorna waves me off. “Don’t worry about it, Ian. I’m in. Teri? Are you coming?”

Teri looks less than convinced but she relents without a fight. “Sure. Let me put some supplies together. The mixer is in the pantry, Ian.”

“I’ll round up the others and meet you at the car,” I tell them before I stop myself. “Thank you,” I tell them.

“What are friends for?” Lorna says with another smile that’s exactly what I need right now.

“Who is this person, again?” Rene asks as I drive everyone but Valerie to the bakery. “And why am I going?”

“I just met her,” I explain, “but she’s a friend of Lorna’s and she needs our help.” Lorna is sitting in the front passenger seat next to me, and she gives me a look. I give her one right back. I don’t need her telling Rene that she barely knows Gina other than buying cupcakes from her. Rene didn’t want to leave the party, being a bit more tipsy than the rest of us, but that fits perfectly into my plan.

“And just to be clear,” Rene continues, “I don’t know the first thing about baking or bakeries, so I don’t really see the need…”

I turn and look at her, sitting in the seat behind Lorna. “I get it, Rene. I have something else in mind for you this evening.”

“Whatever,” she says with a wave and an eyeroll. “Just so I don’t ruin my dress.” Rene is always dressed to kill, a habit she cultivated when her sole purpose in life was to impress men with her appearance so she could con them out of their money. Even though she’s left that life behind since she moved into my house a few months ago, her wardrobe is a stark reminder of the woman she used to be. Which will be perfect for my plan.

“Are we going to miss the rest of the party?” Harper asks. Since the party was partly thrown to celebrate her early college admissions, I feel a pang of guilt about dragging her away.

“We won’t be long if we all work together,” I tell her and the others. “I just want to get Gina up and running for tomorrow, it being Sunday.”

“Is there a big rush to the bakeries in this town on Sundays?” Rene asks with a snide tone.

“This is still a big church-going segment of the population,” I tell her, even though I have no idea if that’s true. I just remember Sunday as the day my family would get something sweet from the neighborhood bakery when I was growing up, even if we were less than reliable church-goers.

“We’ll just do a quick clean up, drop off the supplies, and be back to the party in no time,” Lorna adds with a look my way. I smile and she touches my hand.

“So I will be ruining my dress,” Rene complains with another eyeroll.

“I need you for something else,” I tell her sternly. “Feel free to sit in the car if you want to.”

“Don’t be like that, Rene,” Harper says gently. One of the biggest surprises that came out of bringing Rene into our unconventional living arrangement earlier this year is how she and Harper have grown quite close. I think it has to do with the fact that they couldn’t be more different types: Rene is in her mid-thirties, while Harper is just turned twenty; Rene is sexually aggressive, Harper is still rather shy in the bedroom. But the heart wants what the heart wants, or so I’ve been told on more than one occasion, usually by Lorna.

We arrive at the bakery, and the lights are on but the door is locked. Gina comes to let us in, and she looks much better than when I last saw her. She’s got a fresh apron on and has brushed her hair out of her face, cleaned the flour off her cheek, and even put on a bit of makeup.

“Thank you for coming,” she says as she opens the door, but stares at the women I’m sure she didn’t expect to see. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help, Ian.” Her eyes are wide as the girls file into the store.

“We’re happy to help, Gina,” I assure her. “This is Harper, Rene, Jamie, and you know Lorna and Teri, I think.” Everyone shakes hands with her, and we waste no time getting to work, cleaning up, and putting supplies away. Even Rene pitches in, reluctantly.

“I can stay and help you bake,” Teri offers as we’re finishing up.

“No, I can take it from here now that I have something to bake with,” Gina says. “Thank you so much for lending me your mixer.”

“About that,” I tell Gina. “What’s your landlord's address?”

“Why?” she asks, startled and concerned.

I smile and look at Rene. “We’re going to pay him a quick visit.”

~ Gina ~

Ian vanishes from the bakery as quickly as he arrived, taking that astoundingly gorgeous woman - Rene, did he call her? - with him. His car rolls away from the front of my little store and disappears down the road, leaving me with four other women. I’d be lying if I said these young ladies weren’t every bit as beautiful as Rene, but they all seem to possess different degrees of awareness about their looks. While Rene seemed fully conscious of just how striking and eye-catching she is, with her knowing smirks and wickedly gleaming eyes, these other girls are humble, modest, and down to earth.

The sound of a full production line makes my heart swell, almost fit to burst. I forgot how lonely it was in here, busting my butt in the long, dark, quiet hours all on my own. But now I have four women helping me. Teri, it seems, knows her onions. She’s on top of everything and gives direct, calm instructions to the other three girls, but always defers to me for the finer details. I take my place on the line, grabbing a wad of dough and shaping it on the counter beside. Harper mixes up a batch of bright blue icing. It’s a lot brighter than I would normally make, but I’m way too grateful to make any complaints.

“Is this okay?” She tilts the mixing bowl so I can see it.

“Looks great. Taste it and see.”

Harper dips her finger into the mixture. She holds it out toward me, the tip coated with a layer of creamy, sugary icing. I stare at her for a second, my brain misfiring. What exactly does she want me to do?

Teri intervenes, saying, “Here.” She leans closer and sucks Harper’s finger, tasting the icing. “I like it. But I’m not a professional baker. Gina?”

Harper dips a different finger into the mix and offers it to me again. I have no idea how to respond to that. Do these women not use spoons at home? Do they always taste food off each other’s fingers? Am I weird for thinking it’s weird? It’s been so long since I’ve enjoyed any good human contact, even contact that feels strange and overly familiar like this. My brain shuts off and I open my mouth and suck icing from Harper’s finger. I haven’t done anything like this since my eighteenth birthday party and that feels like a lifetime ago now.

“It’s… it’s good. Really good.” I smile at Harper, who beams in response, almost giddy at my praise. “Scoop all the icing into one of those piping bags and put it in the fridge, thanks.”

Harper grabs an empty bag for piping and begins to scoop. Meanwhile, Jamie shuts off the mixer and peers into the bowl. She says, “I have no idea what on earth I’m doing, but it looks okay.”

I glance inside the bowl and give an approving nod. “Ten more seconds, just to make sure it’s fully mixed.”

“You’re the boss.”

Her words make my chest swell with pride. I’m the boss. It’s been so long since I had the pleasure of leading a team of bakers through all the motions. As much as I truly love the work, I love sharing my knowledge and passion even more. I couldn’t ask for a more willing and enthusiastic group of young students, even if I don’t know a single thing about any of them, apart from their names.

In fact, I’ve never met an assortment of young women quite like them before. They are all around my age, with Harper being clearly the youngest. They don’t look like sisters, yet they move, work, and talk to one another with an easy familiarity that makes me question exactly how close this little group truly is. Certain things, like Harper offering icing on her finger, or Jamie making a comment about Lorna being good with her hands, leave me with a strange feeling, as if there’s some obvious in-joke that I’m missing. Whatever connection these young women have to one another, it seems deeper than mere friendship and more powerful than simple loyalty.

Lorna moves into an empty space at my other side and begins rolling out cookie dough, ready for cutting. Out of the entire group, she’s the one I’ve already met before, being an occasional customer before ordering the cake that I promptly butchered earlier today. We work in concentrated silence for a moment. The sound of a whirring mixer, the splat of dough, and the clatter of pans become our background music.

After a short while, I pluck up the courage to ask, “So, um, who are all of you?”

She raises an eyebrow in confusion. “Who are we? Our names?”

“No, I got that. I’m just… I called Ian because he told me to reach out if I got desperate and he turned up with a small army. Are you… I mean, you’re not all Ian’s daughters, right?”

Lorna bursts into wild laughter. Harper glances over, curious. Lorna repeats what I just said and Harper laughs, too. Now my cheeks are almost as red as the raspberry cream Teri is now mixing with a spatula.

“What is it? Did I say something wrong?”

“No, no, not at all. You know, I kind of understand why you’d think that. But no, we’re not his kids. It’s kind of hard to explain what we are.”

Jamie throws me a wink. “We’re strays. He’s good at rounding us up.”

“Strays?”

“We’ve all been drifting through life, doing our own thing, then we found ourselves in Ian’s circle. He’s a good guy, I’ve gotta say. Maybe the best I’ve ever known.”

“In more ways than one,” Lorna says, with a suggestive smile.

I make myself ignore that smile, even though it prompts a hundred possible questions. “So, wait, this guy - he just finds people in trouble and, what? He helps them out?”

“Mostly.” Jamie gives a shrug. “I guess he chooses who he wants to help, but I’ve never seen him turn anyone down. Does this look good to you?”

She shows me her batch of gingerbread mix. I give it a look and nod. The mixture is almost exactly the perfect consistency. Maybe if I was doing it by myself, I’d run it through with a spatula one more time, but I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. These girls have obviously left a party to come here and pull my ass out of the fire and I’m going to be forever grateful to them.

“That’s great, thanks.” I point to the single large industrial fridge in the back room. I used to have two, making preparation a breeze, but it crapped out on me a few months ago. “Can you put it in that fridge, third shelf down.”

Jamie vanishes into the back. Teri lifts the spatula out of the bowl and looks to me for approval. I beam in delight. The color is perfect. Red like lipstick. Eye-catching and exciting.

“That’s great! Thank you, Teri. You’ve got skills. Are you a baker, too?”

She giggles, clearly thrilled by my words. “Me? No, no way. I’m pretty handy in the kitchen…”

Lorna looks up from her bench, eyebrows raised. “That’s selling it short! This girl is a dynamo in the kitchen. Her fresh croissants, Gina - oh my God. You’d love them.”

“I’ll have to try them sometime. Sounds like competition.”

The three of us giggle together. Jamie and Harper begin to clean down all the surfaces where they’ve been working away and crafting enough various mixes and doughs for me to use tomorrow. A turn to Teri, my curiosity roused once again. I ask, “You’re not a baker, but you cook all the food. What are you, Ian’s personal chef?”

I had expected that question to receive another bout of girlish laughter, but Teri’s brow creases a little. She says, “I don’t have an official job title, nothing that formal. I guess I’m the head of the house?”

“Only when Rene isn’t around,” Jamie says, poking out her tongue.

“I’m in charge of making sure everyone has food and all the rooms are neat. It’s good practice for my job. Oh! That reminds me!”

Teri reaches into her bag and fishes out a neatly printed business card with her name, contact number, and the name of her business: Teri’s Cleaning Solutions. A small sentence beneath states, No job too big or small!

“You’re a cleaner?” I study the card. “And a baker? And a chef?”

Lorna puts a hand on my bare arm. There’s a ripple of warmth between us. “You should see what else she can do.”

Teri blushes. “I mostly look after Ian’s house. He’s taken really great care of me over the last few months and helped me build up everything I needed to finally get this off the ground. So, if you feel like you need an extra pair of hands keeping this place clean - or even your home…”

“Thank you.” I put her card in my pocket. “Thank you all.”

“Don’t mention it.” Teri pulls me into an unexpected hug. I’m so not used to being embraced like this. It takes me several awkward seconds to return it. God, how long have I been without simple human touch? “Us girls gotta stick together, right? Guys like Ian, they don’t come along often. But he’s a good guy. Genuine. You should have seen the look on his face when you called. He was willing to drop everything.”

My heart swells. I truly don’t know how to respond. All I can muster is, “Thank you.”

Jamie finishes cleaning down her station and leans against the wall. She says, “Wonder how long Ian’s going to be? I promised Aubry I’d be back before she left. She’ll be pissed if she thinks I’ve ditched her.”

“He’ll be back as soon as he can,” Lorna says, filled with confidence. “And then we’ll go back home and enjoy the rest of the party.”

Her words catch my attention. I say, “Home? As in… you all live together?”

“Yeah.”

I look at them in turn. Four stunning, beautiful young women. “You live with Ian?”

“Yeah.”

Now the four girls meet my gaze, each with a smile. Harper’s is coy, while Jamie wears a look of eagerness. Suddenly everything begins to make sense in my mind. The looks. The smiles. The easy familiarity. They aren’t just roommates. They have a far deeper connection than simply sharing a house.

I blink in surprise. “Oh. Oh, wow…”
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~ Ian ~

“So, what’s the plan, Ian?” Rene asks me as we climb into the car. She’s got that ever-present smirk on her lips, of course. I smile innocently at her.

“No plan, Rene. I just figured you didn’t want to bake cookies, so…” I raise an eyebrow and we share a laugh as I crank the engine. “I just plan to pay the guy off and get Gina’s mixer back.”

“Well, that’s no fun, Ian,” she says with a gleam in her eyes. “Let’s have some fun with this Neanderthal, no?”

I give her a look as I come to a light. “What do you have in mind?”

“Not a thing, at the moment,” she says, surprising me. “I’m more of an improvisational, spur-of-the-moment artiste,” she says with a laugh. “I never know until I’m in the moment how to play a mark.”

“Really? I had no idea, Rene.”

“Oh, yeah. I tried to plan ahead a few times, but it always felt forced. It didn’t take long for me to realize that the plan just got in the way, so I stopped.”

“I always wanted to ask, but I wondered if it was something you didn’t want to talk about,” I tell her as I turn south on State Street.

“I don’t have any issues talking about my past, Ian,” she says with a shrug. “I’m not proud of what I did, but it’s all behind me now, thanks to you.”

I turn and look at her. It’s not that I doubt her sincerity; I just wonder if she’s kidding herself. Or if she really has changed for good.

Time will tell.

“Did you ever feel bad for the guys you ripped off?” I ask, not knowing how to put it any other way.

“No, I can’t say that I did. I guess I should have, but what can I tell you?” She laughs bitterly. “I guess I always looked at it like I was doing them a favor.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I didn’t take them for a ride, maybe somebody else would and not be so gentle about it.” She gave me a sorrowful stare. “There are a lot of nasty people out in the cold, cruel world, Ian. You have no idea.”

I stare back at her, not knowing what to say. I get a strong sense that there’s a lot more pain behind those words than she’s willing to admit. Or than we have time to get into, as we’re almost at the landlord’s house.

“So, do you have anything you can give me about this guy?” she asks as I park and kill the ignition.

“Not really,” I tell her. “You heard everything I did from Gina.”

“Yeah, which was not a lot.” She takes a deep breath and looks at me one last time. “Showtime,” she says dramatically.

I’m somewhat amused and more than a little nervous about what she’s going to say and how our ‘mark’ will react. But I have enough cash in my wallet to take care of any unforeseen contingencies, I have to assume.

“‘Just let me do the talking, okay?” she tells me as we walk up the broken cement path to his front door. For a slumlord, he’s not putting the money he rips off from his tenants into his own living conditions.

“I’ll follow your lead, Rene,” I tell her as we arrive at the dilapidated screen door and she rings the bell. We hear heavy footsteps approaching the door from inside the small bungalow, and I can’t help but notice my heart rate spiking precipitously.

“Mr. Lancer?” Rene asks when a rotund man with a balding head answers the door.

“Who wants to know?” he almost growls.

“My name is Rene Haber, and this is Ian Chandler,” she says. “We’re friends of Gina Williams, and we’re here on her behalf.”

Introductions do nothing to ease the tension between us, as Lancer looks at me briefly before his eyes return to Rene. He looks her up and down, his gaze lingering on her breasts for an illicit moment, before he sneers at us both. “So?”

Rene waits for an uncomfortable beat before she clears her throat and continues. “We’re here to retrieve her property.” Her eyes remain locked with his. “You stole a crucial piece of equipment from her, and we’re here to get it back.”

Lancer’s eyes widen, then narrow, and his lips curl into a smirk before he barks, “Bullshit. I didn’t steal nothing. She’s late on the rent for that dump of hers, and I took her mixer as collateral. Damn thing leaked all over my truck, by the way, so don’t be giving me some cock-and-bull story about it being important.”

“It’s an heirloom, Mr. Lancer,” Rene goes on, her ice-cold demeanor as impressive as it is unexpected. I don’t expect her to lose her temper with the man - she’s far too good at playing roles to break over someone like him - but this ice-queen routine isn’t like her at all. “Its condition has nothing to do with the fact that you took it without permission, which is a misdemeanor, but the threats you made against Ms. Williams constitute aggravated assault, which is a felony, Mr. Lancer.”

“Assault?” he shouts. “I never laid a finger on her.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Rene says.

“The hell it doesn’t,” he yells. “I know the law.”

“We’re not here to discuss the ins and outs of your legal situation, Mr. Lancer. We’re here to retrieve Gina’s mixer.”

He eyes Rene before he says in a calmer tone, “I’m keeping it til I get the rest of her rent that’s overdue.”

“Ian, will you pay the man what he’s owed?” Rene says to me without taking her eyes off him.

I pull out my wallet and hold up four crisp, new hundred-dollar bills. He opens the screen door and snatches them out of my hand.

“Give us the mixer now, Mr. Lancer,” Rene says in a too-calm, almost sinister tone. He looks at her and then at me.

“How about if I give you another month’s rent?” I offer. His eyes go wide and he nods, then disappears into the house.

“You’re carrying that much cash around with you, Ian?” Rene asks.

“I keep a bit of cash in my office for contingencies,” I explain. She nods and turns back to the door as Lancer is approaching with the mixer in hand.

“Let’s see the cash first,” he says.

I take my wallet out again and hold up eight Benjamins in a fan. He’s almost beside himself as he pulls the door open and hands the mixer to Rene, then he snatches the cash from my hand and slams the door in our faces. I look at Rene, and we laugh together.

“I thought you were going to run some sort of scam on him,” I tell her as we climb into the car. She looks at me and shrugs.

“I thought about it, but I’ve been away from that life for so long now, I just wasn’t feeling it, you know what I mean?” She stares at me for a long moment before she looks away.

“Yeah, I think I do,” I tell her gently. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this, Rene. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“It’s fine, Ian. It’s good to know that I’ve moved away from all that, to be honest.” She looks at me again. “I’ve changed, I guess. And I owe it all to you.”

“I don’t know about that,” I tell her, but I feel a sense of pride that I’ve had an impact on her, and she’s willing to acknowledge it.

“And don’t think I didn’t notice that you just told me that you keep cash in your office, Ian.” She blushed a bit. “I appreciate your trust in me.”

“I didn’t…” I begin but stop. “Why wouldn’t I trust you, Rene?”

She smiles at me, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“No reason, Ian,” she says, her voice cracking. “No reason at all.”

~ Gina ~

For the first time in a long, long time, I finish wiping the counter and stand back with a satisfied smile. There is nothing that makes my heart swell like the feeling of having my beloved bakery fully stocked and ready to go for the next day. I can’t remember the last time my fridge was utterly stacked with freshly prepared icing, breads, bases, cases, mixes, jams, pastries, and dough. It feels like my little corner of the world is finally getting back on track. Sure, I’m not there yet, not fully, but at least the train is rolling again.

“All right, what else?” Teri says, stepping out of the back room and wiping her sugar-dusted hands on her apron.

“Nothing.” I gesture at clean counters and spotless surfaces. “Everything’s finished. We’re all good.”

“So soon?” Harper glances around. It’s hard to tell if she’s disappointed at how fast we managed to reset everything after that enormous team effort. “I thought it would take longer.”

“Usually, yeah.” I tug at the strings of my apron and enjoy the feeling of it going slack around my neck. “But that’s when there’s just one of me and a million things to do. With all you guys helping me, we crushed it. I don’t know how to thank you for everything you’ve done.”

Lorna places a hand on my shoulder. She says, “I’m sure you’ll find some way. Some delicious, lemon-flavored way…”

The girls laugh. They gather together at the end of the counter, cool and casual. They talk and joke and make cracks about all the baking they’ve just done together.

“It was super fun!” Harper says. “Do you think maybe we could do this again? Are there classes we could take?”

Jamie holds up both hands, shaking her head. “No way! I don’t mind helping out, but I’ve got dough under my nails that’s gonna get stuck in my keyboard later, I just know it.”

Teri takes off her apron and places it on the counter. “Well, I for one had a load of fun today. Gina, honey, if you ever need a hand, you’ve got my card.”

I gather up all the used and dirty aprons with a smile on my face. “Thanks. If I get into a position again where I can afford another pair of hands, yours will be the ones I call first, believe me.”

“What about someone who can work the register?” Harper bats her big, beautiful eyes. Her gleeful enthusiasm could melt buttercream, I swear. “I can be pretty handy sometimes. Maybe you could use some extra help, like on a weekend or something?”

Now Jamie slips an arm around Harper’s shoulders. The closeness of their bodies and the intimacy of the gesture makes me feel a pang of jealousy. How can all these girls have this strange, compulsive connection, while I have nobody? Jamie says, “Harper, sweetie, I’m gonna level with you. In your first year of college, you’ll be so freaking busy that you won’t even have a chance to think about a part time job, let alone actually take one. Besides, I don’t think Gina’s in a position to hire a weekend checkout girl just yet.”

“She doesn’t have to pay me.” Harper pouts her full, soft lips. “I was gonna do it in exchange for cookies.”

They all laugh. Lorna takes the aprons from my arms. She says, “Let me. You’ve worked your butt off. Where do you want these?”

“Oh, it’s okay, I can-”

“Nope. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from being around Ian, it’s that helping others only makes the world a better place. Where do you want these? I can run them to the laundromat if you like.”

“Oh, no!” A flush creeps up my neck. “There’s a laundry basket back there, it’s no-”

Lorna disappears into the back room before I can stop her. She walks past my fully-stocked fridge and my ravaged supply shelves and opens a door at the very back of the room. She freezes in the doorway, not expecting the sight she finds there.

This room was, once upon a time, my little office. I had a desk and a computer chair and a laptop in here and I would sit down at the end of the day and run my reports and hit those checks and balances to ensure everything was ticking along smoothly. That was a while ago. Now, that room is… well, there’s no way to sugarcoat it. That room is where I live. Instead of a small desk and a computer chair, there’s a camp bed and a second-hand camping stove. I still have my laptop, but it’s seen better days. The screen has a few hairline fractures and the battery is held in place with packing tape. My laundry is piled up at the foot of the bed in a disorganized heap. I step past Lorna, take the dirty aprons, and dump them on top of the pile.

“I, um, I usually take all my things to the laundromat down the street after closing on Sundays. That’s if I, you know, if I have enough loose change for the machines. They’re trying to install a card reader and that would be so much easier for me, it can be a real pain if I’m a quarter short…”

Lorna’s gaze sweeps the room. My home. My tiny, pathetic place to live. Her brow creases. Her lips turn down at the corners. It’s not a look of disgust or displeasure, but one of concern.

“How long have you been living like this?”

“L-living?” I look around, pretending not to notice the small stove or the bed or even the half-eaten mug of ramen noodles with the fork still inside. “Oh, gosh, no, I don’t live here, that would be crazy. I just have naps back here. Most of my days start at, like, two in the morning, so I need a little break before I open up…”

Lorna looks me in the eye. She extends an arm and points. I follow that raised finger and freeze. She’s pointing at the laundry pile, but not the entire mound. She’s zeroed in on one item in particular. A pair of plain white cotton panties that have slipped out and tumbled to the floor. The flush races up my neck and causes my cheeks to glow. But it’s not the embarrassment of a stranger seeing my dirty underwear. It’s the knowledge that she’s seen right through me.

I can’t even try to lie about it. All the fight goes out of me in a moment. I shrug. “I don’t know. A few months, maybe more. I can’t even remember. It was a one-time thing, then a temporary situation. Now it’s my life. I didn’t mean for it to happen. But it’s cheaper than renting both this place and an apartment.”

“Is there nobody else? Nobody you can call?”

A bitter tear spills out from my eye, unbidden. I scoop up a small framed photo from underneath the pillow on my bed. This is one of my few worldly possessions. It’s a photo of mom and I, taken just a few weeks before her diagnosis. Maybe the last truly happy moment of my life. The tear falls from my cheek and spills onto the frame.

“Oh, God…” Lorna wraps her arms around me. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

There’s a distant clang of the bakery door shutting. I hear voices. Excitement. Commotion. Suddenly, we’re not alone. Faces crowd in the doorway. Harper, Teri, and Jamie lean around, each of them showing different stages of confusion about how I’m living. But my eyes are drawn to Ian in the center of the open door. Ian Chandler, a man I never met before today but already saved my ass twice.

And he’s doing it for a third time.

“Where do you want this?” He holds up my mother’s mixer. My broken, leaking mixer. My one and only heirloom.

I burst into tears. Lorna hugs me even tighter. There are so many things I want to say to these people. They’re all complete strangers, yet they’ve helped me when I needed it the most. What did I do to deserve it? Why have they been so wonderful to me?

Before I know it, all four girls swarm around me in a big hug, each of them clutching me tight. Over Harper’s shoulder, I see Ian placing the mixer in a space on the counter, while Rene hangs back, arms folded. I guess she’s not a hugger, but that’s okay.

“Th-thank you,” I say. Words fail me right now. “I don’t really have anything to give you. Maybe I’ve got a couple of boxes of cookies leftover?”

They laugh. Ian steps into the room. Like Lorna, he does a visual sweep followed by a frown. He glances at his watch. He sucks air through his teeth.

“Listen,” he says, “I really hate to break this up, but Val is going to kill us if we ditch this party for much longer. We really need to get moving.”

The girls release me and step back. I get a weird wave of sadness that washes over me. I’ve enjoyed this so much. Working with them. Laughing together. Hugging.

“That’s okay.” I wipe my wet eyes. “Thanks so much for everything. I really don’t know how to thank you. I’ll shut the door behind you.”

But Ian seems confused. “Why would you do that?”

“To... lock up?”

He smiles. Behind him, Rene has a similar knowing smirk. Ian says, “I think you misunderstand me, Gina. Grab those cookies and some business cards. You’re coming with us. We’ll see if Val can’t get you some more customers within the hour.”
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~ Ian ~

We arrive at the party to cheers from the guests, who didn’t leave. If anything, it feels like there are more guests now than when we left.

“Ian,” Valerie calls out to me as I walk into the kitchen. “I thought y’all got lost.” She’s smiling, but I can see the annoyance in her eyes just the same.

“Sorry, Val,” I tell her. “I didn’t think we’d be gone so long.” I look around. “Seems like the party has grown.”

“Tell me about it,” she says with a laugh that feels genuine. “I guess I forgot how the word can get out when it comes to parties and young people.”

“Not to mention, we didn’t have iPhones when we were in college,” I deadpan.

“I had cellphones, Ian,” she says with mock indignation. “I’m not that old, you know.”

“Point taken, Val.” I pull her in for a quick kiss. “What can I do?”

“Just make sure no one is making off with the silver, okay?” She looks around. “They all look fairly harmless, but I don’t know any of them, and I worry about your books.”

“I don’t think anyone will even notice the books, Valerie,” I tell her as I nod at a couple who are groping each other in the corner of the breakfast nook. “But I’ll do a quick sweep.”

She grabs my arm. “Did everything work out at the bakery?”

“Yeah, it was fine.” I look around for Gina and wave her over. “This is the owner,” I tell Val as she arrives. “Valerie Pierce, meet Gina Williams.”

“Nice to meet you,” Gina says as she extends a hand. Valerie pulls her in for a full-body hug.

“Your cake was a big hit, Gina,” she explains as they break. “But I’m afraid it’s all gone.”

“Oh, that’s fine,” Gina says with a shy smile. “I’m glad everyone liked it.”

“It was delicious,” Valerie says. “But you’ll have to excuse me now.” She looks at me. “I’m not sure we have enough of anything, Ian.”

“I can always make a run to the store,” I tell her, but she makes a face.

“You just got back, Ian. You’re not going anywhere. That’s what Grubhub is for.” She moves away with Gina in tow just as Lorna touches my shoulder from behind me.

“Are you thinking of having Gina spend the night, Ian? Because we’re all out of empty guest rooms, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

I look at her, confused. “I just brought her to hand out some business cards and maybe have some fun, Lorna. I wasn’t planning on having her move in or anything.”

“Well, you didn’t see how she’s living,” she stage-whispers over the din of the crowd. “She’s sleeping in the back of the bakery.”

“What?” I almost yell. “You mean, she’s actually living back there? Why is she doing that?”

“Something about bad memories of her mother’s place,” Lorna says. “I’ll work something out, though.” She turns and leaves before I can ask what she has in mind.

“Ian,” Harper calls out from the other direction. “I’m going to go with Gina tomorrow, if that’s alright with you.”

“Go with her where?” I ask, completely confused.

“To the bakery,” she explains, like I’m a doddering old man, which is what I feel like, suddenly. “She’s going to need some help, you know.”

“Help with what?”

“The bakery, of course. She’s got no one to help her.”

“Ian,” Teri says as she walks up behind Harper. “I’ll go with them. Lorna has been passing out her cards, and Gina’s going to need help baking more of everything the way everyone’s talking about that cake.”

My head is spinning. “Okay,” I tell them both, and they smile, kiss me, and rush back to the party.

Rene sidles up to me next, wearing the smirk that never seems to leave her lips. “Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?”

I sigh. “Frankly, I don’t know what to think right now.”

“Oh, come on, Ian,” she snarks. “Don’t give me that shit.”

“I’m serious, Rene.”

“Okay, sure.” She looks over my shoulder and nods. “Looks like Gina is fitting right in, though.”

I turn and see Gina listening intently to Valerie, who is doing something at the stove while talking with her hands as she does.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Ian, are you trying to tell me you don’t have designs on Gina?”

I turn and look at her. “I never even considered such a thing,” I tell her with all the faux indignation I can muster.

“Whatever you say, big fella.” She kisses my cheek, pats my arm, and wanders away.

I look around again and see Harper in the living room with her new photographer friend, whose name already escapes me. I shake my head in sorrow at the way my mind no longer absorbs information the way it used to. I could rattle off the names of every student in my classes when I was teaching here, but now I can’t remember a beautiful woman I was introduced to just hours ago.

“Ian?” Gina says as she slides in beside me. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for me today.” She’s smiling but her eyes are about to overflow.

“It’s nothing, Gina,” I tell her warmly. I want to hug her but I hold off. I don’t want to overstep as we’ve known each other for just a few hours. She solves my dilemma by hugging me.

“Valerie said the cake was a huge hit,” she whispers into my shoulder. “I think I need to get back to the bakery.”

“Gina,” I whisper. “Stay, have some fun. Enjoy an evening off for a change.” I hold her shoulders to look her in the eyes and, sure enough, she’s crying now. “Harper and Teri volunteered to go to the bakery with you tomorrow, so you’ll have some help.”

She stared at me. “They don’t need to do that.”

“They want to help, Gina. And you can use the help, if just half of this crowd comes by for something sweet tomorrow.” I wave my hand at the crowd, now spilling over into the hallway.

“Thank you, Ian,” she whispers. “Thank you.”

“And what’s this I hear from Lorna? You’re living in the back of the bakery?”

She looks down and suddenly I feel like an idiot. “It’s temporary, Ian. I can’t go home right now.”

“Then how about you stay here with us tonight, Gina?” I touch her chin, which is wet with tears. “We’ve got plenty of room.” Okay, it’s a little white lie, but Lorna and the girls will figure out something. It’s not like anyone’s sleeping alone in their rooms these days. Or any day.

“I don’t want to be an imposition, Ian. You’ve done so much for me already.”

“Don’t even think about going back to the bakery tonight, Gina. You’re staying.”

Lorna picks the perfect moment to arrive. “It’s all set, Ian.” She gives me a knowing look and I show her Gina’s tear-reddened eyes. “Oh, Gina, don’t cry,” she implores the girl.

“I just can’t believe how nice you all are,” Gina says between sobs and smiles.

“It’s a great way to live,” Lorna says as she puts her arm around her shoulders. “Come on, I’ll show you where you’re staying.”

I watch them walk away and the pride that swells in my chest feels like it will stop my heart from beating.

Then I see Rene staring at me from across the room, her smirk at full tilt over the rim of her wine glass.

I just smile back at her.

~ Gina ~

Lorna slips her hand through mine and guides me away from the general hubbub of the party. Voices, music, and chaotic laughter all fade into the background as we lace our way through the many halls of this sprawling house, passing by several large, comfortable-looking open rooms, each of which has more square footage than my entire bakery. I half-expect to glimpse a futon in any of them, ready for me, but to my surprise, Lorna brings me to a staircase and we ascend to the next floor.

“Where are we going?” I can’t help glancing back, worried that I’m intruding in this enormous house. All the other guests have been kept in a few key function rooms and the rear garden, while I’m somehow allowed to penetrate to a much deeper level.

She throws me a look of surprise. “The bedrooms are this way. Unless you’d prefer a couch?”

“Honestly, a couch would be fine, especially after sleeping on the camp bed for so long.”

Lorna laughs. “If you’re staying under our roof, you’re going to be treated like one of us. If that makes you uncomfortable, say now. I’m sure Val would happily let you stay in her place.”

I have to think hard for a minute to place that name. Val must be Valerie, the sweet, serene, and stunning older woman who lives in the huge house next door. She’s been really wonderful to me since I arrived, making sure to introduce me to everyone who enjoyed my cake and give them a business card.

“Oh, that’s okay.” I walk beside Lorna, matching her sedate pace as we walk down a long, plushly-carpeted hallway. “I wouldn’t want to be a bother to Valerie.”

“It’s not a bother. You could probably use her bed.”

“What?” That hits me out of nowhere. “But what about Valerie? Where will she sleep?”

Lorna replies with a casual, breezy tone, even punctuating it with a lazy shrug. “Oh, she usually sleeps in Ian’s bed, but now and then she’ll join one of us if she wants a change of pace. Here we are.”

My mind is reeling from that casual bombshell but I’m quickly distracted as Lorna pushes open a doorway and guides me into one of the most comfortable bedrooms I’ve ever seen. There’s a large bed with warm, soft sheets, plus enough furniture to store more clothing than I even own. Just standing in the doorway and looking around makes my heart ache with longing. These people don’t even know me, yet they’ve dropped everything to rescue me when I’m at my lowest point. There are no words for the amount of overwhelming gratitude that surges through my chest at this moment. I have a lump in my throat.

“Is it okay?” Lorna gives me a worried glance, mistaking my silence for something else. “I can put you in one of the other rooms if you want?”

“No, no… it’s not that. This is perfect. More than perfect, if that’s even possible. Whose room is this?”

“Mine.” There’s a note of pride in her voice. “But now it’s yours, if you want.”

“Thank you…” Emotion blocks my pipes and I can’t say anything else. How could I ever fully express what this all means to me?

“It’s nothing. Really.” Lorna guides me over to the bed and we sit together. The mattress is softer than a marshmallow under my butt. If this was my bed, I probably wouldn’t be able to get out of it, ever. “I know this probably sounds like I’m trying to make you feel better or something, but everyone here has been right where you are now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Take me, for instance. When I met Ian - or when I bumped into him again after ten years away - I was literally at the worst point of my life. It was like meeting a guardian angel. All of us, we’ve all gone through the wringer and Ian, he’s like this knight in shining armor who helps us get on the right track again. I honestly don’t know where I’d be without him.”

“He’s so kind.” The word doesn’t seem descriptive enough, but it’s really the only one that comes close. Everything he’s done for me today - from refusing to be upset about the ruined order through to retrieving my mom’s old mixer - were all acts of pure kindness. “I don’t know what I did to deserve it.”

Lorna laughs. She places her hand on my arm. So soft. So warm. So gentle. “Honestly? Who knows how that man thinks. Knowing him, he saw someone having a crappy day and decided to step in. Also knowing him, he saw you having a crappy life and decided to make it right. If he’s taught me anything, it’s that a little bit of kindness can change someone’s whole life.”

Tears roll down my cheeks. I cover my face with both hands and wipe them away. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry. I feel like all I’ve done is cry today.”

“Don’t worry about it. Listen, the party is winding down, don’t feel pressured to rejoin. There’s a bathroom down the hall - actually, it’s the best freaking bathroom you’ve ever seen - but you’re welcome to do whatever you want. If you’re hungry, Teri always has something ready in the fridge, if you want an early night, go for it. Nobody’s going to make any demands of you.”

She smiles with such warmth that I can’t help but think about the last time I genuinely felt this carefree and happy. Probably on a beach in some sunny, tropical climate. I hug her. She smells like fresh flowers and sweetness.

“There is… one other thing.” She hesitates now, her tone faltering slightly. “I want to tell you this so you know and there’s no secrets, because we don’t hide anything in this house.”

“Okay…”

Lorna sits back. She turns her body to face me and takes my hands. “You’ve probably figured out by now that we’re kind of an… shall we say, unconventional group here?”

I give a slow nod, saying nothing. I’d put a few pieces together here and there over the course of this strange day, but not everything.

“Good.” Relief lights her eyes. Now she talks with more ease, as if that was the hardest part of the discussion. “Well, it’s hard to explain fully, but, um, you might hear some things tonight. I want to be upfront with you so there’s no surprises or anything like that later.”

“Hear things? Like what?” It’s an old house, maybe there are creaking floorboards or rattling windows or squeaking doors, stuff like that. I’m about to tell Lorna that I’m a pretty deep sleeper when she drops yet another bombshell on me.

“We have a… loose arrangement here. An open agreement. No rules, no strings. If that offends you, I’m sorry, but you should know before you decide to spend the night here.”

She’s painting a picture for me but it’s not clear in my mind. Either I can’t quite see the finer details or I’m not willing to jump to conclusions. I say, “You mean… Ian and Valerie?”

A slow smile spreads on her pretty face. “Ian and Valerie, sure. Ian and Rene. Ian and Teri. Ian and me.”

“Oh.” The picture becomes clear in my mind. A little seed of dread plants its roots in my gut. If Ian did nice things for all of them and they sleep with him in return, what does he expect from me?

But Lorna senses my worry and moves ahead to quash it. “Or sometimes Ian goes to bed, so it’s Rene and Teri or Harper and me or Jamie and Val. Or Me, Jamie, Val, Rene, Teri, and Harper… There aren’t really any hard and fast rules, so to speak. We all just do what feels right in the moment.”

“Huh?” I can’t stop the shock from bursting across my face. My stunned reaction makes her giggle. Honestly, I have no idea how to respond to that. She might as well have just told me that she’s part human, part fish. “What? You all…”

Her face says it all. A sly half-smile, flushed cheeks, eager eyes. “Yeah. All of us. Like I said, there’s no rules about who is with who. And don’t worry - we’ll keep this away from you. Everyone knows that you’re here to rest tonight. I just want to make sure you don’t freak out if you hear certain sounds.”

My voice drops to a low, conspiratorial whisper, like we’re gal pals comparing notes about our boyfriends. “What kind of sounds?”

Lorna raises a knowing eyebrow. Warmth tingles across my cheeks. She says, “The kind you might expect to hear. Teri can get pretty loud and Rene loves making Harper squeal.”

I’ve never heard of anything like this. Whatever arrangement all these girls have, it sounds wildly hedonistic and completely surreal to me. If I’d heard about this a few months ago, I probably would have been freaked out by it. Now, though, I'm in a different place in my life. Now the idea of a place like this is not unappealing.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Lorna says, “it’s not like we’re fooling around all the time. We don’t want to make anybody uncomfortable. Besides, it’s not about being naughty, it’s about the connection. What we have here, it’s pretty special.”

“It sounds special.” Why does my voice sound so wistful?

“Anyway…” Lorna stands up from the bed. “I just wanted to make sure there were no secrets and you’re not going to be surprised or upset later on, just in case. Don’t worry about the girls tomorrow. If they’ve promised to help out at the bakery, they’ll be there. Now, I’m going back to finish off the party, what do you want to do?

After the day, the week, month, life I’ve had lately, part of me wants to curl up under sheets and never come back out. But I don’t want to miss a single second of the wonderful people in this house. I get off the bed and take Lorna’s hand and we go downstairs to rejoin the others.
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~ Ian ~

I’m surprised to see Gina and Lorna enter the kitchen again. I expected Gina to stay upstairs as she looks worn out, but I guess she needs a little socialization more than sleep right now.

Oh, to be that young again.

“Hey, you two,” I call out to them as they approach. “Did Lorna get you squared away?”

“She did,” Gina says with a shy smile. “I can’t tell you enough how much I appreciate…”

I wave her off. “You really don’t have to keep thanking me, Gina. As I said at the bakery, I’m more than happy to help.”

“She’s going to sleep in my room, Ian,” Lorna says casually. “Mind if I join you and Val tonight?”

“That sounds great, Lorna,” I tell her as I notice Gina’s eyes go wide. “Did you fill her in on how things work around here?”

Lorna nods. “I gave her a quick and dirty,” she adds with a smirk as she eyes Gina. “No pun intended.”

I laugh. “Go easy on the poor girl, Lorna. We don’t want to scare her.”

“She’s tough as nails, Ian,” Lorna says with a warmer smile as she puts her arm around her shoulders. “She’ll be fine.”

“Are you all so casual about where you sleep?” she asks me in a charmingly timid voice.

“It’s pretty much catch-as-catch-can around here, Gina. I hope you’re okay with that.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to sound judgy or anything, Ian,” she adds. “It’s just so…unusual.”

“I’m still getting used to it myself,” I admit. I look at Lorna. “But it works for us.”

“Let’s start moving people out,” Lorna says, changing the subject with her usual directness. “Some of us are getting up early to help out at the bakery.”

Gina’s head snaps around to stare at Lorna. “You’re coming too?”

“I’ve got nothing scheduled tomorrow, so why not?” Then she turns to me and whispers, “Give me a hand?” I nod, and we move toward the living room.

“Everyone, listen up,” I call out to the crowd, which has already begun to thin out. “We’re going to call it a night now.” Groans go up from half the room, mostly from the guys who still haven’t landed a partner for the night, I can only assume.

“Thanks for coming,” Lorna adds as she begins to herd people towards the front of the house. “And don’t forget to come by the bakery tomorrow morning. We’ll all be there.”

I look at her, and she shrugs. “Most of us will be there.”

“Are you trying to shame me into helping out, Lorna?” I ask with a huge smile.

“Suit yourself, Ian,” she snarks.

“You don’t have to come, Ian,” Gina says from behind me. “I’ll have more than enough help if Lorna and…” She searches her memory for the names, but the panic in her eyes makes me stifle a laugh.

“Harper and Teri,” I say gently.

“Yeah, that’s right,” she says with gratitude in her eyes. “And if Lorna comes…”

“What do you mean, if?” Lorna says with mock indignation. “I’m coming, Gina.”

“I didn’t mean to…” She almost looks as if she’s going to cry.

Lorna soothes her by touching her shoulder. “It’s okay, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

I look around, and the living room is almost empty - I love how polite kids are these days. I turn and see the kitchen is almost deserted except for Val and Rene. I lead Gina to the kitchen just as Teri and Harper enter from the other direction.

“A quick cleanup and then bed?” I ask no one in particular. Everyone nods and gets to work, gathering used cups and plates, wiping off counters and tables, and putting the chairs back in their proper places. Valerie is stowing the leftover food in the fridge as we move on to the living room.

“Do you entertain a lot?” Gina asks as we tidy up. “You seem to have this down pat.”

I stroke my stubble as if I’m a wise man. “I can’t remember the last time we had a party like this.” I glance at Teri. “You?”

“When we invited Valerie is the only ‘party’ that I can remember.” She nods at the oldest member of our little household besides me. “And that turned out well, didn’t it?”

“Yes, it did,” I agree enthusiastically. I’ve been sleeping pretty steadily with Val lately, although I can’t really say why. That we’re closer in age than the others might have something to do with it. Although I do love all the members of my household equally.

In short order, the house is presentable if not spotlessly clean, but Teri declares it sufficient for now. I look around, and it strikes me I haven’t seen Jamie all evening. I ask where she is.

“I saw her slip upstairs with her new photographer friend,” Rene says with a smirk. “Looks like she’s not getting enough action here at home.”

Gina looks at me, her mouth almost hanging open. “You mean, she’s upstairs right now?”

“If we turn the music down,” Rene adds, “you might be able to hear the bedsprings squeaking.” She laughs raucously at her own joke.

“Rene, don’t be crude,” Val scolds her.

“Oh, Val, don’t give me that shit,” Rene says with a smile that isn’t all that warm.

“Maybe we should all sit down for a bit,” I tell everyone in earshot. “I think Gina has a few more questions she’d like to ask.”

“Oh, I’m fine, Ian,” she hastens to assure me. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Come on.” I hold out my arm and walk her into the living room. “Do you want something to drink? Coffee? Tea?”

“Tea would be great,” she says softly as she takes my arm.

“I’ll put the water on,” Teri says as the others follow us and sit.

“Is this a meeting or something?” Gina asks. “Do you do this often?”

“We’ve never done it before, really,” I tell her. “We usually talk at dinner.”

“Or in bed,” Rene snarks. Everyone chuckles, except Gina, who blushes and looks away. “But we should talk about that, now that most of us are here.”

“Maybe we should wait until Jamie can join us?” I ask, giving Rene a serious look. Unfortunately, she’s impervious to my feeble attempt at reining her in.

“I’ll catch her up, Ian,” Rene says, her eyebrow raised.

“What’s on your mind?” I ask, knowing there’s no stopping her now.

“I just think we need to talk about the elephant in the room, Ian.” She looks around. “We already have quite an imbalance in the house.” She looks straight at Gina. “And now we’re going to make it worse?” She looks back at me. “What the fuck, Ian?”

“Rene, please,” Valerie says. “This is neither the time nor the place.”

Rene looks at her. “That’s easy for you to say, Val. Seeing as you get to sleep with Ian most nights.”

“Okay, alright, that’s enough,” I say sternly, standing up just as Teri enters the room carrying a tray of cups.

“What’d I miss?” she asks.

“Oh, nothing much,” Lorna says sarcastically. “Rene is just making trouble.”

“I’m making trouble?” Rene laughs. “I’m not the one bringing another woman into our little estrogen-fest.”

I’m so focused on Rene that I didn’t notice the tears streaming down Gina’s face until Val motions with her eyes for me to look at the poor girl. I stand and go to her, sit next to her, and put my arm around her shoulders.

“Maybe I should go,” she whispers through her almost-silent sobs.

“Nonsense,” I tell her as I turn to glare at Rene, who now looks contrite. She stands, moves to the other side of our guest, and puts her hand on Gina's knee.

“Don’t mind me, Gina,” Rene says softly. “I’m just a little frustrated at having to share, something I’m still getting used to.” She looks at me and smirks. “And I’m really not complaining. Well, I am, but it’s not for lack of attention.” She turns to Harper. “No one here has a right to complain, least of all me.”

“I just don’t want to cause any trouble, Ian,” Gina says as she calms down.

“You’re no trouble whatsoever, Gina. Right, Rene?”

“Absolutely,” she says sympathetically. “Stay as long as you want.”

Just then, the tea kettle whistles in the kitchen, and Teri darts to attend to it. I lean back and pull Gina with me as I look around the room. “Does anyone else have a problem with Gina staying with us for a while?”

No one objects except Gina.

“I thought I was just staying the night.”

~ Gina ~

Nobody says anything for a moment, but the silence isn’t uncomfortable. If anything, it feels like everyone here has the same thought in mind and is waiting for somebody else to say it.

Ian smiles that warm, friendly smile. He holds out his hands, palms up,demonstrating that he has nothing to hide and says, “One night, seven night, two months - stay however long you need, Gina. I know that we’re all total strangers to you, but I only want to help out. If you wake up tomorrow with a different point of view, that’s absolutely fine, no hard feelings. If you need a little more time to get to wherever you want to be, that’s fine too.”

That smile of his cuts right through me like a torch melting the top of a souffle. Nobody has shown me this much warmth, this much kindness, this much compassion, since my mother passed. Even the people at the funeral parlor weren’t this caring about my wellbeing. I choke back tears, telling myself that I will not cry again, and blurt out the single question surging in my mind: “Why?”

“Why what?” The question seems to confuse Ian, but not surprise him.

“Why all of this? Why me? Why are you being so damn nice?”

“It might seem like a bit of a non-answer,” Ian gives a half-shrug and gestures with his hand, “but honestly, why not? I'm in a very fortunate position where I can help people who need it. Through my career at the college, and later in my tech company to a lesser extent, I’ve seen that everyone needs help to full potential. Some need a small boost, others need a whole leg-up. The point is, I have the time and resources to make that happen. And I want to help. That is, if you’ll let me.”

Now Rene chuckles. She reaches out and takes Harper by the hand and pulls the younger woman into an embrace. Harper’s eyes sparkle. Rene says, “Ian, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve rehearsed that little speech.”

“He has,” Val says, with a smile. “I’ve heard him practising in front of the bathroom mirror.”

“That’s besides the point.” Color pinkens Ian’s cheeks in a way that I find both charming and disarming. This incredible, seemingly perfect, man is human after all. “What I’m saying, Gina, is that I see potential in you. A talented young woman, running her own bakery? That didn’t happen by accident. But I know when somebody is being overwhelmed by life and needs a break. Am I wrong?”

It’s like he can see right through me. His expression remains warm and down to earth, which surprises me. Most people in his position, men and women alike, would be likely to turn such an act of charity into a gloat. Look how much better I am than you. But he doesn’t. Everything about this offer, from his tone to his manner, is meant with absolute sincerity. He wants to do this.

Teri comes back into the room, holding a silver tray covered in various mugs and cups. She walks around the room, passing them out, until she hands me a cup filled with warm, sweet-smelling liquid.

“Peppermint,” she says. “You look like you could use something mellow.”

“Thank you.” I wrap both hands around the mug and inhale. I lack the vocabulary to truly express my gratitude to these women. Teri takes a seat beside me and places a friendly hand on my leg. Even though we’ve never met before today, her touch is calming. I take a sip of my peppermint tea. The temperature is perfect.

My eyes scan the room. There’s Ian, sitting in a comfortable chair opposite. Valerie is perched on the arm of the chair, so radiant and beautiful and effortless. Lorna sits nearby, with Rene still holding onto Harper as though claiming the young woman for herself. A nagging sensation of doubt creeps into my belly. One man - a handsome man, no doubt, but a wealthy older man - living with all these drop-dead stunning young women. Something feels off.

“What do you want in return?”

I look Ian in the eyes, expecting him to look surprised or offended or confused by that sudden question. But instead, he offers a wry smile and a shake of his head, as though expecting it.

“I know exactly what you’re referring to, Gina. And, no. For the record, absolutely nobody in this house expects anything from you. And I mean anything. Our arrangement, such as it is, is ours and ours alone. If it upsets you, I promise that we’ll do our best to keep it behind closed doors while you’re a guest here. The only hard rule we have is that nobody does anything that makes them feel uncomfortable. If you want privacy, all you need to do is close your door. That’s it.”

I could almost laugh. He makes it sound so simple. So easy. This is a house where all the occupants have some kind of huge, open, polyamorous sexual relationship - if it can even be categorized like that - and I’m being offered the chance to be a part of it, if I wish. I sip my tea in thought for a moment. “Is that the price of my living here?”

“No.” He is firm and absolute in his response. “There is no price to you living here, Gina. None. I want you to understand that. We expect nothing from you except that you try your hardest to get wherever you’re trying to go. Does that seem fair?”

“Fair?” His use of the word boggles my mind. “That’s an understatement.”

The girls laugh. I have a strange feeling that they’ve all received some variation of this speech in months prior.

“Excellent.” Ian drinks his tea and laces his fingers together into a steeple. “Now tell me, what is it that you need right now? What hurdles do you need to overcome?”

My attention is part fixed on Ian, part running through a list of challenges in my mind. Despite that, I notice Valerie lift a little pad of sticky notes and a pen. As I talk, she jots my thoughts onto paper.

“Right now? Jeez, where do I start? I guess I could probably use a full pantry, more than anything else. I can make anything, but if I don’t have the ingredients, I’m useless.”

“Done.” He nods. Valerie pauses, pen pinched between finger and thumb, waiting for me to continue.

His confidence makes me push a little harder. “My mixer. It’s broken.”

“We’ll get you a new one. Top of the range, best on the market.”

But I shake my head. “No. I want my mixer repaired.”

Teri’s fingers tap my leg. She says, “Are you sure? That’s kind of an old model.”

“It belonged to my mom. Nothing tastes the same without it.”

She nods with understanding.

“Okay,” Ian glances at the pad in Valerie’s hands. “Ingredients and a repair guy. What else?”

I let out a rueful laugh. “It would be great if I could go a week without my landlord barging in and reminding me that I’m behind on rent.”

Rene makes a face. “The landlord. What a charming creature he is.”

“Consider it done.” Ian takes the top sticky note from Valerie’s pad. He places it on the inside of his wallet, resting on the side table.

I laugh. This guy is hilarious. Like some kind of genie, minus the smoke and the lamp and the musical numbers. Ask and ye shall receive. But I’m the only one laughing. Ian watches me with a bemused look. The girls all share the same smile, like they’re part of a joke I haven’t heard yet. “Wait, are you being serious?”

“I never joke about wanting to help people.”

“Ian! No way. You’re kidding. The ingredients alone will cost hundreds!”

He shrugs. His voice is calm, unemotional. “I have millions.”

“It’s way too much.” My voice trembles. Teri pats my thigh for support. “You can’t do all that for nothing.”

“Fine.” There’s a glimmer of good humor in his intelligent eyes. “What’s the thing you love baking the most?”

“Me? Cinnamon swirls.”

“Are they good?”

“Mine are the best in the whole of Ann Arbor.” A note of pride creeps into my voice.

He nods. “Here’s the deal. I’ll help you out in every way I can, as often as you need. In return, I want one cinnamon swirl every day. Deal?”

Those are the most absurd, generous, downright crazy terms I’ve ever heard. Only a fool would even consider turning it down. I stick out my hand. “Deal.”

Ian takes my hand in his and we shake. His touch is warm and gentle, just like the rest of him. He offers another of those smiles that makes me feel like a melting souffle.

“I don’t know what I did to deserve any of this, but thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure.” He winks like a cheeky schoolboy. “To be honest, if you’d been having a good day when I first stopped by this morning, I wouldn’t have even thought about it.”

I laugh. I lean back on the couch and drink my tea. It’s the sweetest and most soothing peppermint tea of my entire life. By the time my cup is empty, I feel like I can breathe again. My chest has been tight for so long. It’s like I’ve been squashed for months on end without even realizing.

Meanwhile, Valerie nudges Ian and says in a teasing tone, “If you’re going to eat pastries every day, you’ll need to get a personal trainer.”

He laughs. “I think I get more than enough cardio at home, don’t you?”

We all sit around in the comfortable room, drinking tea and laughing together. The sound of footsteps padding down the stairs makes us all sit up. Jamie pokes her head around the door.

“Everyone, Aubry is heading home, say bye.”

The group gives a collective cry of, “Bye, Aubry!”

Aubry leans through the open door and waves. “See you later, thanks for having me.”

Lorna pokes out her tongue. “We didn’t get to have you, Jamie won’t share…”

Aubry laughs. She kisses Jamie on the cheek and strolls out of the house with a cheery wave. Jamie sits on the other arm of Ian’s chair. I can’t help but notice how flushed her cheeks are and how messy her dark hair is. Jamie says, “So, what did I miss?”

“Not much,” Harper says. “Ian gave Gina the speech.”

“Oh, I missed it? Damn. I always love the part where he says, nobody expects you to sleep with anyone else.”

The girls laugh. Ian smiles with good humor, not offended in the least. He says, “As I recall, you were the one who was the hardest to convince…”

“Yeah, and look at me now!”

They laugh again. Ian glances at his watch. He says, “Okay, some of you have an early start tomorrow. Let’s call it a night.”

A noticeable ripple of eagerness ripples through the air. Rene is the first to move, strolling toward the door, leading Harper by the hand. She calls back a breezy, “We’ll see you in the morning. Harper - don’t wake me when you leave, okay? I’d hate to put you over my knee again…”

Harper, for her part, giggles but I can’t tell if it’s because the idea is exciting or amusing to her. She waves back to us and the two ladies head upstairs, those feminine giggles echoing down the halls.

Teri gets to her feet and picks up the silver tray. She moves around the room, collecting the used cups and stacking them neatly on the tray. I move to get up, wanting to help, but she puts a hand on my shoulder.

“You’re a guest, Gina. No offense, but sit your ass down and take a load off.”

With that, Teri heads off to the kitchen, humming to herself. I blink in bewilderment, not really knowing what I’m supposed to do. Most of my evenings are spent preparing what few cakes I’m able to make for the next day, before collapsing in a heap on the camp bed until sleep claims me. This is the first night in months where I haven’t felt a crazy pressure to do anything. I’ve been stressed for so long that I don’t know how it feels to relax.

“Is the room okay for you?” Ian says, seeming to sense my state of mind.

“Yes. It’s incredible, thank you. I can’t thank you enough for everything.”

“You don’t need to thank me for anything. Just get a good night’s rest in a proper bed.” He turns to Valerie, placing a hand on her thigh. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but Lorna gave Gina her room. She’s with us tonight.”

“Not a problem.” Valerie looks at Lorna with a warm smile. “You don’t hog the covers.”

“And you don’t get all handsy in the night,” Lorna says, with that same smile.

My eyes drift between the three of them in turn. Lorna, with her youth and beauty. Valerie, with her sensuality and elegance. Ian, with his wisdom and charm. Nothing about their strange little arrangement makes sense to me, and yet, seeing them sit together like this, so casual and easygoing, it makes total sense. It makes all the sense in the world.

“How do you do it?” The question leaves my mouth before I can catch it. “Sorry, I don’t mean for that to sound so pointed. I mean this thing you have…” I gesture toward them with a hand. “How did you get to this point? Surely you don’t go around looking for women to join this little love den?”

Ian nods, still unsurprised by my question. Maybe he’s been asked similar things before. Maybe each of the girls under his wing has asked some version of this in the past. He says, “You’re right. I’ve never specifically sought out anyone for anything in particular. I like to help people. In fact, back when I first moved into this place, it was just me, myself, and I. After a little persuasion, Lorna agreed to move in, but we never had any kind of agreement in place…”

“Even though I damn near threw myself at you…” Lorna says, with a soft chuckle.

“Right, even then.” Ian levels those bright, sharp eyes at me. “I’m well aware that what we have isn’t strictly considered normal by most of the world, but - frankly - I don’t give a damn what they think. This is my house. These are my lovers. Everyone is here by choice and they can choose to live however they want. Our lives are held together by three things, Gina. Trust, respect, and love. All three are unconditional and mutual.”

Valerie strokes his dark hair, her fingers trailing through the few little slivers of gray poking through. “Honey, don’t get all fired up. You’ll scare the poor girl.”

“Right. Sorry.” He laughs at himself. “Forgive me, Gina. I can only imagine how strange this must be for you. First night here, and all.”

I let out a long breath. “Strange. Amazing. The fact that you all have each other is…” I fall silent. There are no words in any language to really describe this house or the people inside.

Teri bounces back into the room, wiping her hands on a cloth. “Kitchen’s closed for the night. I’ve put a few things on the counter for tomorrow morning, all ready to go.”

Jamie stands and loops an arm around Teri’s waist. “Speaking of ready to go, you and me tonight?”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

“Telling you.”

Teri’s eyes shine. In one moment, she transforms from a powerful, confident household manager to a submissive, needy girl. It’s amazing to behold. The girls bid goodnight and head upstairs.

“Now it’s our turn,” Valerie says. “Goodnight, Gina. Lovely to meet you. Good luck tomorrow at the bakery. I’ll try to swing by and get some brownies.”

“Thank you.”

Ian stands and helps the ladies to their feet. They walk out of the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts. This morning, I woke up stiff and sore on a cramped camp bed in the back of my store with no clue how I was going to get through the day. Now I’m going to sleep in the most comfortable bed I’ve ever touched, in the most amazing house I’ve ever seen.

Seriously, who in God’s name is Ian Chandler?

I rub my face and stand. I shut off the lights and walk through the large house. Despite the darkness and the shadows, it still has a warm, friendly atmosphere. It really is a place of love. I climb the stairs. Despite my tiredness, I’m way too buzzed to sleep. I feel like a kid in a toy store; I want to race up and down all the halls and see everything this place has to offer.

Sounds drift to my ears, growing steadily louder as I reach the top of the stairs. It’s a sound that I know immediately, yet one I’ve never heard like this before.

Feminine pleasure.

A blush creeps into my cheeks, but not because I’m embarrassed at overhearing such an intimate sound. No, I’m blushing because it sounds so good. So genuine. So free. I pad down the hall, bare feet sinking into the plush carpet. I try to keep my eyes on the door to my room, but can’t resist glancing through an open doorway as I pass by.

Rene is reclining on a bed, supporting an open book with one hand. Her other hand is laced through Harper’s hair. Harper is facedown between Rene’s legs, unmistakably enjoying herself. Rene catches my gaze and winks. I hurry past, a little shocked at witnessing something so intimate.

Another open doorway snatches my attention, this time on the other side of the hall. I can’t resist the urge to peep inside on my way past. This time I witness Jamie and Teri, locked in a passionate kiss, standing by the foot of a bed in just their underwear, arms draped around one another.

I hurry ahead to my room, but I don’t rush inside. The next door over is partly closed, but not fully. There are voices inside. Two women and a man. That, I assume, must be Ian’s room. It would be rude to look in there, right? I’m a guest and that’s his room. But even so, curiosity gets the better of me. I move a little closer, treading silently, holding my breath. Ian lets out a long, audible groan and says a single word.

“Wow.”

That single word seizes my curiosity. I can’t resist now. I have to. I want to. Female giggles filter through the crack in the door. I gently push it a little wider and peer inside. My jaw drops.

I couldn’t turn away now even if I wanted to.
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~ Ian ~

I’m in heaven.

Valerie and Lorna are on their knees at my feet, facing each other, with their lips on either side of my cock, licking, kissing, smiling, giggling, sliding from the root to the head and beyond, where their lips meet and they kiss each other before they resume kissing and licking my erection. It’s a clichéd porn scene for a reason because as good as it is to watch them, it’s even better to feel them, listen to them, and just delight in the absurdity of it all. I can’t believe it’s happening, but it is and it’s pure heaven on earth.

Then it gets better.

The bedroom door opens slowly and Gina peeks around the edge of it, her eyes going so wide it’s almost funny but I don’t laugh. I just smile. I didn’t plan this, not consciously at least, but now that she’s witnessing this wet dream come true, I’m thrilled. I’ve never been an exhibitionist but this feels different from some stylized performance for strangers at a kinky sex club. This feels like an invitation, or a welcoming, of a woman who is clearly curious about what in the world we have going on here.

I wonder myself, sometimes.

But not now. Now, I’m just reveling in pleasure and serendipity, in the sheer joy of the universe, for once, getting things exactly right.

“Sorry,” Gina says with a break in her voice. “Sorry.”

“Come in,” I tell her. “Don’t be shy.” She doesn’t come in but she doesn’t back away, either. She seems stuck, lost in her head, her indecision, caught between desire and a sense of propriety, and I get that because there is nothing proper about what she’s seeing, what I’m seeing, what Valerie and Lorna are doing. But they don’t stop, even when they glance at the door and Gina. They smile, giggle again, and go right back to what they were doing.

“Come in, Gina,” I repeat and she lets the door swing wider before she takes a tentative step into my bedroom. “Join us.”

“No,” she says involuntarily, but she doesn’t back away. She takes another cautious step and I hold out my hand to her. “No,” she says again as she moves toward us.

“Gina,” Lorna says as she leans back on her heels and stands up. “You have too many clothes on.”

“We can help with that,” Valerie says as she mirrors Lorna. I’m left to watch as the women I live with approach our guest and touch her cheek, her hair, her hands. They coax her forward and kiss her cheek, her neck, her lips. They walk her toward where I’m standing, somewhat self-conscious of my throbbing member pointing straight at the three women.

As if reading my mind, the women stop moving toward me and turn Gina to face Lorna, so she can kiss her lips properly as Valerie unbuttons her blouse from behind her. It’s all I can do to just watch as our new young guest melts into Lorna’s arms as Valerie slips her blouse off and unhooks her bra. Then Lorna backs away from Gina and reaches down to unbutton her jeans as Valerie touches Gina’s chin to turn and kiss the older woman, gently, sensuously, thoroughly. Lorna lowers Gina’s jeans to the floor and she steps out of them, now fully committed to participate in what’s to come.

What is to come? I wonder. The three of them seem perfectly content to enjoy each other and ignore me, which stings a bit but the sight of them is so incredible that I chide myself for even thinking of complaining. I watch in awe as they move in concert to touch, taste, explore, and enjoy one another.

“Ian,” Lorna says at last. “Come join us.”

I step towards them slowly, allowing Gina to get used to the idea of me joining in. But as I approach, I see no hesitation in her eyes. If anything, I see desire.

“We’ll let you two be alone now, I think,” Valerie says as she backs away from Gina. Lorna follows suit, almost as if they choreographed it. I want to look at them but I can’t tear my eyes away from Gina.

She’s gorgeous.

“Is this what you want, Gina?” I ask. She nods and gives me a shy smile.

“Have fun, you two,” Lorna says as she and Valerie slip out of the room and close the door.

I look at Gina but don’t touch her, not right away. I want to make absolutely sure she isn’t feeling the least bit pressured into doing anything with me. She gives me another shy smile, but when I don’t make a move toward her, the smile begins to fade.

“Is something wrong with me, Ian?” she asks in a very small voice.

“Oh, my god, no, Gina,” I tell her quickly and emphatically. “I just want to make sure you want to be with me.”

“I do, Ian,” she says. “I really do.” She smiles that shy, tentative smile again and melts into my arms. I kiss her gently, mindful of my erection now pressed against her belly. She doesn’t seem to mind.

When we break from the kiss, she looks at me, her eyes bright and shining.

“Are you crying, Gina?” I whisper.

“I’m just so overwhelmed by this, Ian.” She kisses me again, with passion. “I never thought…” She looks for me to finish her thought, but I’m at a loss.

“Never thought what?”

“That anyone could be so kind to a person they just met.”

I smile and nod. “Would you like to lie down, now?” I ask, made vaguely uncomfortable by her declaration.

“I would love that, Ian.” She smiles again and we walk to the bed. “And Ian?” she says as she climbs onto the bed and looks up at me. “I’m no virgin, not even close.”

“I didn’t really think you were, Gina,” I tell her, as the thought never even occurred to me. “What are you, twenty-five?”

“Twenty-six,” she says with a little smirk. “I guess you’re pretty good at guessing women’s ages.”

“I’ve had a bit of practice lately,” I admit as I climb onto the bed and slide next to her. “You are incredibly beautiful, Gina.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she says with another shy, tentative smile. “I’ve never been with an older man before.”

“I hope I don’t disappoint,” I tell her as I lean in and kiss her again.

“I don’t think that’s even possible, Ian. I love the way you look, the way you feel.” She turns away. “Boys my age are just that…boys.”

My dick twitches.

“How so?” I ask as I bend down to kiss her nipple.

She moans as I swirl my tongue around it. “God, that feels so good.”

“What else do you like, Gina?” I peek up at her eyes, which lock with mine.

“I want you inside me, Ian,” she says with unexpected urgency. “I want you inside me so bad.” She parts her legs and I rise up above her and position myself between her luscious thighs. She reaches down to guide me into her and I ease in gently, carefully. She moans again, closes her eyes, and wraps her arms around my shoulders.

I’m tempted to ask if she’s okay, but the look on her face tells me everything I need to know. I ease out of her and then thrust back in and she moans again and tightens her grip on my neck. I pick up the tempo and she urges me on with her hips, her moans, and her lips, now kissing my neck. I never thought I was a great lover until the girls told me otherwise, and with their words in mind, I have my way with Gina.

She seems to agree with them.

“God, Ian,” she groans again and again. “Oh, my god, ohmygodohmygod…” She tenses and spasms as I push her over the edge. I watch her face and feel her clench around me and it’s incredible.

But I hold off orgasming myself. I hold still inside of her, my cock throbbing and ready, but all these months of having sex every night with multiple women has given me a level of self-control that I never knew was possible.

“You didn’t cum, did you?” she asks as she pants and recovers. “Wasn’t I good enough?”

I ease away from her embrace and look at her eyes.

“Don’t even say such a thing, Gina. You were incredible. You are incredible, and it took all of my self-control not to cum in you just then.”

“Don’t you want to?”

I smile. “See, that’s the thing with men my age. We have to pace ourselves…” I cock an eyebrow and she laughs gently.

“Men your age,” she says with a lilting laugh. “Do you really think of yourself as old, Ian?”

“Not old, just older. You said yourself that boys your age are…what?”

She laughs again, but with a touch of bitterness. “How long do you have?” She looks away. “Boys my age grew up, if you can even say that they grew up at all, with porn. They think that girls want to be manhandled, and treated like nothing more than a set of fuck holes for them to use.” She blushes suddenly and looks at me. “I’m sorry. I don’t know where that came from.”

“It’s okay,” I whisper and stroke her hair. “That does sound pretty awful, though.”

She closes her eyes. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s not always like that.” She goes quiet for a few seconds. “But often enough, they either want to choke you or they orgasm so fast and just fall asleep on you, no concern for anything but themselves.” She looks at me again. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to ruin the moment.”

“Not at all, Gina,” I tell her honestly. “I’m sorry it’s been like that for you.”

She shrugs. “It’s not like I’m sleeping around or anything, but I am wondering when, if ever, they are going to grow up and become…I don’t know what.” She looks at me again. “This is really inappropriate of me, isn’t it?” She laughs and I laugh with her.

“I’m glad you feel comfortable enough to talk about it with me, Gina.”

“Yeah, with your hardon still inside of me, no less.” She laughs again and I smile. “I have to say, this is not how I expected this to go, Ian. Not at all.”

“This?”

“Staying at your house, I guess. I was just thrilled I didn’t have to sleep at the bakery again. It’s a little unnerving, to be honest.”

“Do you feel unsafe there, Gina?”

“No, not exactly. But it’s not really a home, is it?”

“No, it isn't.” I feel my erection begin to fade and wonder if I’ve squandered my chance at… something. It’s not often an issue for me.

“But I want to reciprocate, Ian,” she tells me as she kisses me again, quickly this time, just a peck on my lips. “Let me revive you.”

I open my eyes wide because I really didn’t expect her to offer what I think she’s offering. But when she squirms out from under me and my cock slips out of her vagina, I realize she was serious.

“You don’t have to…” I begin but she’s already got my wet dick in her mouth. “Oh, fuck…” I moan and she smiles at me. It’s quite an amazing sight.

“Now, you lie down and let me do all the work,” she says as she climbs on top of me. “I have learned a few things from porn myself.”

I don’t disagree.

~ Gina ~

This is a day of firsts. My first older man. My first time hopping into bed with someone I hardly know. My first time joining a harem. What a day.

I position myself above Ian and slowly sink my weight on the part that matters, letting out a groan of sheer, wondrous passion as he enters me again. Ian has a good sized manhood. I don’t mean that in the way that women do when they’re trying to be polite to their lovers - Don’t worry honey, I think it’s a good size! - I mean that his length, girth, and shape are more than adequate. When he glides back inside me to begin again, it feels like I’m welcoming a long-lost friend home. It feels like this is a part of me that I’ve been missing my whole life. It feels like I belong here. His warmth swells in my tunnel and soothes every single ache, doubt, worry, and knot of tension I’ve felt over the last year. The sensation is familiar, yes, like I said, I’m no virgin, but the shape and feel of him are all brand new.

“Oh… Ian…”

He moans in serenity along with me. We’re joined in a single act of pure shared joy, the most intimate way two people can meld into one. I rest on top of him, my weight resting on that hard, swollen single point. His manhood pulses once, twice, responding to me and the enveloping warmth that surrounds and consumes him. I take a few long, slow breaths to calm myself, not wanting to rush through this blissful connection. His hands gently grasp my thighs, holding our bodies together. I revel in the moment and clench my inner muscles around him, giving a few teasing squeezes that get him breathing harder.

And then I show him what I’ve learned.

To begin, I move slowly. Steadily. Circling my hips in his lap without lifting up, allowing his manhood to caress my inner walls and touch me everywhere. I let him know how good he feels, groaning with enthusiasm. Nothing about my vocal performance is fake. Unlike previous boyfriends who have enjoyed this same view of me, Ian doesn’t possess a fragile ego or an underwhelming body. There’s no need to pretend or overact or exaggerate. I am safe here. I can be myself with him. Together we can make something wonderful.

“You feel so good in me…”

He groans in reply, fighting hard to stay in control. This amazing man has access to all these stunning women, any time he wishes, and yet he has chosen me for tonight. My heart aches as much as my body yearns.

“Gina!” My name leaves his throat in a choked, passionate gasp.

“You like that?” My movements begin to quicken now. I add new motions, rolling my hips forward and back to break up the slow circles. Each glide makes his cock move in a new, stimulating way inside my tunnel and I can’t help but moan louder.

Ian fights to control his breathing, teeth flashing as he concentrates. “I love it. Don’t stop.”

“I’m not going to stop, Ian. Not until I make you cum.”

He tries to say something in reply, but gets cut off by a throaty gasp. I love the expression on his face - that look of furious determination mingled with the sheer rapture of my body - and I start to ride him with purpose now. I roll my hips, drawing circles, figure-eights, and loose geometric shapes in his lap. His hands clutch my thighs tighter.

“Oh, God! Gina…”

Hearing the lusty breathlessness in his voice drives me wild. I need more. My body bucks, movements growing jerky and frantic, riding him with intense purpose. I lean lower. He cups my jiggling breasts, squeezing with considerate gentleness, rather than pawing at me like a younger man would. All guys like tits, but only certain men know how to treat them. My hips rise and fall in his lap, now pumping up and down. Our eyes lock together. We’re both breathing hard, fast.

I say with hushed urgency, “I want you to cum for me.”

His lips twist into a roughish smile. His sharp eyes flash. He says, “Ladies… first…”

Ian grabs my hips and starts pushing upward, meeting the rise and fall of my hips and pushing himself as deep inside as possible. My eyes nearly roll all the way back into my head. I unleash a wild, furious groan. Seeing him change like this - not quite a snap, but the way the mask of gentlemanly civility slips - from a decent, wholesome older man to a passionate, desperate lover makes my womanhood burn hotter than ever. It’s like I’m seeing a side of Ian that few ever get to experience.

And what a lover he is.

He drives up, thrusting into my pussy from below, the motion almost bouncing me in his lap. Each thrust brings forth a fresh gasp of delight. In a few brief seconds, I’m back on the cusp of that sweet oblivion once more, barely hanging on to another orgasm. My fingers clutch his chest, nails leaving little red scratches in his skin.

“Ian, Fuck, I’m close!”

“Me too.” His eyes are glazed with passion and his jaw is set. We are both on the precipice of ecstasy.

“Cum with me!”

He says nothing, but he doesn’t have to reply. I can feel his response pulsing deep inside me, throbbing, aching, surging, building to a thunderous climax. My sex grips him tighter, barely able to withstand how incredible it feels. I sit upright like a jockey in the saddle, bouncing, riding, grinding in him, my moans exploding in harsh, sharp, rasping breaths. A single word leaves my lips, repeating over and over, each repetition growing louder as the pressure inside bubbles to the boil.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!”

I cum for him. Not just an orgasm. Not just a climax. I cum for him. Hard. Deep. Loud. My body shakes with the intensity. I cling to his body, my face screwed up in primal passion, holding on for dear life with his wonderful heat buried so goddamn deep inside me. This is it. The Moment. The best single moment of my life. It can’t get better than this.

Until it does.

Ian joins me in this perfect moment of all-encompassing sensual surrender. His cock jerks inside me and a surge of hot, creamy warmth floods my tunnel. That sensation makes me cum even harder, crying out louder. I’ve never been this vocal with a lover before. Then again, none of them have been this enjoyable to fuck.

“Gina!”

He moans my name with such devotion that I get a second wind. I rock back and forth in his lap, taking our blistering climax to new heights, driving us both even wilder. We’re moaning in mutual bliss, bodies joined, his cum erupting into me, both lost in shared delight. The bed creaks underneath us. I don’t care who can hear us together, I want them all to know that I am here and I belong here too, dammit!

It finally becomes too intense. I slump into his lap, my thighs twitching from all the sensations stimulating me. His cock is still hard and still buried deep in me but I lack the strength to lift off. I don’t want to lift and part from him. I’ve earned this feeling, this warmth, this glow. It’s mine. I haven’t felt like this in so goddamn long. Safe. Wanted. Desired.

Home.

I fall forward and lie on top of him, our clammy bodies pressed together, skin tingling in shared heat. His orgasm subsides, but I keep him inside me, not wanting this perfect moment to come to an end. Not just yet.

“Thank you, Ian.”

“Me?” He almost laughs. “You’re the one who did all the work.”

“No, not the sex. Although, damn, I didn’t know how much I needed that. I mean, thank you for giving me this chance. For believing in me even though I don’t believe in myself. I still don’t know what this is or how long I’ll stay, but… thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure. And if this is the only time you and I get to be intimate together, let me tell you that it was incredible, Gina. Absolutely, truly, incredible. You’re a hell of a lover.”

His praise makes me giggle. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

“I can’t take any credit for that. They’ve given me plenty of chances to practice.”

“They?”

Ian nods toward the bedroom door. I follow his gaze to see Lorna and Valerie quietly stepping into the room, both smiling, faces flushed. Here I am, naked, with Ian still inside me, his passion beginning to roll out of my hungry womanhood, and yet I feel no urge to dive under the covers or hide. In a house like this, it’s hardly the most shocking thing these women have ever seen.

Valerie says, “Was it as good as it sounded?”

We answer at the same time. “Better.”

“Color me jealous,” Lorna says, slipping out of her clothes.

I watch two beautiful women get undressed at the foot of the bed. They crawl across the sheets to join Ian and I. Before I know it, I’m deep in the grip of yet more lusty hunger and I can’t get enough. It’s like my body is playing catch up from the last few years of stress and struggle. Them, him, me - all at once. Three incredible lovers concentrate their efforts on me. They’re so good that I forget my own name.

By the time we finally finish, I fall into the deepest and most restful sleep of my entire life.
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~ Ian ~

Gina is gone early from my bed the next morning, as is Lorna. I’m left with Valerie, which isn’t to say that's a problem, just noticeable. She’s snuggled into my side when I wake up, and I pull her close.

“Morning,” I whisper when she opens her eyes. “Sleep well?”

“Like the dead,” she says just before she yawns as she stretches. “How about you? You were amazing last night.”

I laugh. “Me? I didn’t hold a candle compared to the three of you.” She giggles and buries her nose in my neck to kiss me.

“Gina is really something,” she says after a few nibbles on my shoulder. “Can I assume she’s staying?”

“I hope so. I heard she’s been living in the back of the bakery since her mom died. Can’t seem to deal with the emotional baggage her mom’s house carries.”

“She should sell it,” Val says with the casual certainty I’ve come to expect from her. “It sounds like she could use the money.”

“Well, that’s easy for you to say,” I chide her. “Would it be easy for you to sell your house?”

She slides away from me and looks at me, all serious. “Funny you should say that, Ian, because I’ve been thinking about doing just that.”

“Really? When did you decide that?”

She shrugs. “I haven’t decided anything. We need to talk about it first, you and me.”

“What’s to talk about?”

“Well, do I have a permanent place here in your home, Ian?”

Her question brings me up short. “Of course you do, Valerie. I’m surprised you have to ask.”

She shakes her head. “It’s easy for you to think like that, Ian. Men don’t have any idea what it’s like to be a woman, to be vulnerable in a way you never will be.” She looks away. “But I’ve had to rebuild my life from scratch once, and I don’t ever want to go through that again.”

I’m dumbfounded. “I had no idea you feel that way, Valerie. I’m sorry for…”

“No,” she cuts me off. “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me, ever.” She softens suddenly. “I didn’t mean for this to become so…I don’t know. Intense?” She laughs, but there is little mirth in it. “I’m just struggling a bit,” she says softly.

“Why are you struggling, Val? Don’t you know how much I love you?”

She looks at me like I’m an idiot. “Don’t say things you don’t mean, Ian. It’s not fair to either of us.”

“But I do mean it, Val.” I slide close and take her in my arms. She resists, but not enough to stop me. “I love you,” I whisper. “I’m sorry if I haven’t made it clear to you, but it’s true.”

She smiles, leans toward me and sighs. “I appreciate that, Ian, I really do.” She looks up at me. “I know I’m being needy and foolish right now, but…” She looks away.

“What is it, Val?”

“It’s stupid, so I don’t want to say.”

I stroke her hair. “Come on, tell me what’s bothering you.”

“I’ve asked the other girls how they deal with it,” she whispers. “I didn’t know it would be so hard.”

“What would be so hard?” I had no idea.

“Gina,” she says so softly I almost didn’t catch it. But as soon as I realize what she said, it hits me like a ton of bricks.

“Valerie…” I start, but she cuts me off with a wave and looks at me again with tears streaming down her cheeks.

“I know, it’s so stupid, Ian.” She wipes her tears with the back of her hand. “But she’s so young and beautiful, not like the others aren’t. But I’m so old compared to…”

I cut her off. “Stop. Just stop, Val.” I pull her close to me and she sobs into my chest. “I’m not going to let you go, Val, I’m just not. I’m not that guy.”

“You don’t know that, Ian,” she says, her voice breaking as she chokes on her words. “You don’t know that.”

I just hold her close for a few minutes as she calms down, but she’s struck a chord with me. I remember how it felt when my wife died - I felt alone and abandoned. I never want to put anyone I love through that.

I need to address this issue.

I spent the afternoon conferring with my lawyer and doing some research on how I can best ease Valerie’s mind and all of the girls who mean so much to me now. I didn’t get a chance to stop by the bakery to see how things went, but I eased my guilty conscience by coming up with a plan to put their minds at ease.

Hopefully.

“Ian, we missed you today,” Teri says as she comes through the kitchen door, her cheek streaked with flour and her hair disheveled. Lorna and Gina come in right behind her, laughing about something and looking like they had a busy day as well.

“Where’s Jamie?” I ask.

“She left early to go see Aubry,” Lorna says with a knowing glance. “She did help out a lot before she bolted, though.”

“What's that smell?” Teri asks, sniffing the air. “Ian! Did you cook?”

“I had help, but yeah, I did,” I tell her with no small amount of pride. “Just wanted to prove I still could.”

“And Valerie didn’t do most of the work?” Lorna asks with a smirk.

Valerie turns away from the counter where she’s putting the finishing touches on a big salad and smiles. “I pitched in, but Ian did most of it.”

“So he gets the blame if the roast is overcooked?” Rene snarks as she strolls into the kitchen. “It does smell divine, though, I’ll give you that.”

No one asks where Rene’s been, but it’s clear from the way she’s dressed that she didn’t help out at the bakery, not that I expected her to.

“What did you make, Ian?” Gina asks. “It smells so good.”

“A standing rib roast,” I tell her and she gives me a warm smile.

“What will Jamie’s vegan friend eat if she comes over for dinner?” Lorna asks.

I wipe my hands on a towel and announce to all of them, “I asked her to be home alone for a big announcement, so it won’t be an issue.”

“What kind of announcement?” Lorna asks.

“Let’s get the table set and wait for Jamie, so I only have to say it all one time, okay?” I tell her gently. She gives me a quizzical look but shrugs and grabs a stack of plates from the island.

Gina pitches right in on setting the table, and by the time the roast is out of the oven and resting, Jamie strolls into the kitchen to good-natured jeers for leaving the bakery before all the work was done. I just stand at the island and listen to the sweet sounds of seven magnificent women who mean so much to me and make my life heaven on earth.

“Can I have everyone’s attention, please?” I call out to settle the commotion. They all stop talking and turn to me, their expressions a mix of warmth and curiosity. “Valerie and I had an interesting talk this morning…”

“Don’t tell me she popped the question,” Rene says, and the others turn on her quickly, but without too much animosity. She laughs and raises her hands in mock-surrender. “Kidding,” she adds and all eyes turn back to me.

“No, not exactly, but you are in the right ballpark, Rene,” I tell her. She cocks an eyebrow at the others.

“Ian, you don’t have to…” Val starts, but I wave her off.

“It’s fine, Val,” I tell her. “I should have known I had to do something, so I’m grateful to you for nudging me to do the right thing.”

“Ian,” Lorna says. “You’re the epitome of doing the right thing.” Nods and smiles all around warm my heart, which is already on the verge of melting down.

“I appreciate you saying that, Lorna,” I tell her, fighting not to choke up. “I appreciate all of you more than you’ll ever know.” More smiles and nods, even from Rene, who seems to be sincerely moved for a change.

“What’s the big news, then?” Jamie asks, ever the intrepid reporter.

“I talked to my lawyer this afternoon,” I begin again, only to be interrupted again.

“On a Sunday?” Harper asks.

“Yes, on a Sunday,” I tell her, giving her a stern look, and she almost dissolves. “Sorry.”

“Ian, don’t bury the lede,” Jamie says.

I sigh and nod. “I talked to my lawyer about setting up a trust for you. All of you.”

“A trust?” Valerie asks. “We don’t want…”

I give her a look, and she stops. “I am setting up a trust for all of you to share equally. It’s not contingent on anything other than the family's decision. I’m leaving that up to all of you.”

“We’re in charge of who’s part of whatever this is?” Rene asks. I knew she’d catch on quickly.

“That’s right.”

She cocks an eyebrow. “What’s in this trust, Ian?”

“I’m seeding it with five million dollars.”

Harper and Gina gasp and put their hands over their mouths. Everyone else just stares at me, wide-eyed.

“That’s too much, Ian,” Valerie says in a disbelieving tone. “How can you…?”

I wave her off again. “I’m in charge of how much goes into the trust, Val. And the only thing I insist on is that it be shared equally.”

“Then what exactly are we in charge of?” Rene asks, her tone verging on sinister.

“Who gets in.”

Everyone turns and looks at Gina.

~ Gina ~

I freeze as if a dozen spotlights are pointed at me from all different directions. Even Ian lets his gaze swing my way, his eyes filled with curiosity. Lorna, standing beside me, seems to sense my squirming discomfort and slips an arm around my waist.

“Why are you all staring at me?”

“Oh, we don’t mean any harm.” Lorna massages my back to ease the tension. “I think we’re all just wondering…”

Her voice trails off. I glance around at the others, not sure where this is going. My neck tingles. This must be what it feels like to be on stage. “Wondering… what?”

Lorna doesn’t answer. She exchanges a look with Valerie, but neither of them say anything. Rene, as ever, isn’t afraid to cut to the heart of the matter. She says, “Basically, Gina, we all want to know if you’re a one-night stand or if you’re going to join us as one of Ian’s Angels.”

The offhand way she describes the group makes Ian burst out laughing. Lorna gives my waist a reassuring squeeze with her arm.

“That’s kind of a crude way of putting it,” she says, throwing a pointed look at Rene, who shrugs, “but, yes. It’s completely your choice if you want to stay here and be a part of us. But if you do, then…”

She gestures with her other hand, as if saying, there it is. So easy. So simple. If I want, I could join this little group of divine beauties and have access to my share of five million dollars. No big deal, right? The figure makes my head spin. Ian leans against the kitchen counter, arms folded, content not to have any say in the decision making. The others watch me, waiting for an answer. It should be such an easy choice to make, but the enormity of it sits on my chest like a lead weight and prevents me from speaking.

Thankfully, Valerie redirects everyone’s attention to Ian by giving his arm a playful swat. “Ian, you ass! You know that’s not what I was talking about this morning…”

“Sure, but you got me thinking. You’ve all done so much for me, it’s the least I can do.”

Now Harper speaks up, her brow furrowed in a way that only accentuates her youthful features. “What do you mean? None of us have done anything. You’re the one going around and rescuing us. You gave us a place to live and this incredible group and all the amazing things we do.”

There’s a collective nod from the other women, all agreeing with Harper. Ian raises a hand to quash any protests before they can gain traction. “It’s my decision and it’s been made. But without all of you in my life, I truly don’t know what I would do. My only plan was to whittle away my remaining years and read all the books in the library. And then I met you ladies. You’ve given me something far, far more important than plain wealth or status or any of that garbage.”

“What’s that?” Teri asks, in a tone of hushed awe.

“Purpose.”

Ian looks at each of us in turn, his eyes misty. There’s a noticeable tremor in his voice as he elaborates. “Believe me when I say this, I can never really repay all the wonderful things you’ve done for me. And I don’t just mean a sex life beyond imagination, okay? When I lost my wife, I lost my spark. I was truly content to sit in a chair and read old books and wait for the reaper to come and get me. But now that all of you are here, I feel better than I have in decades. For the first time, I’m truly alive. Thank you. Really, thank you all.”

Lorna rubs her face. Valerie allows a silvery tear to roll openly down her cheek. The others all look touched to some degree. Even I feel the impact of his words, and I’ve only known this man for a day and a half.

The moment hangs in the air, weighty and poignant. Rene is the first to speak, with her usual irreverent manner. She says, “Hang on, Ian. You mean to tell me that there’s a pot with five million dollars inside… and you’ve put my name on it?”

“Yes.” An emphatic nod.

“And you trust me with that?”

He looks her dead in the eyes. “Absolutely.”

For once, Rene is rendered speechless. Her flap but no words come out. Then she turns her head and looks down at the floor. She wipes her cheek with a hand. “Dammit, Ian. Why’d you have to be such a fucking saint all the time?”

Harper and Teri hug Ian from either side. He drapes his arms around them. How can one man play so many roles? He’s a protector, a supporter, a companion, an ally, and a lover to everyone in this room.

Including me.

If I want it.

Ian looks into my eyes from across the kitchen, as though sensing my thoughts. He says, “Like I said before, Gina, there’s zero pressure. But I’ll leave it up to the girls. It’s important that everyone agrees on major decisions like this.”

“I don’t know…”

Lorna squeezes my waist. Her arm is warm, gentle, comforting. Just like it was last night when she pulled me into her body in a moment of shared passion. My heart beats faster at the memory. She says, “Stay. Say yes, Gina. Imagine all the amazing things you could do here.”

I already am. My eyes flick between Lorna’s eager face and Valerie’s gentle smile. Heat blossoms in my belly at the thought of how they felt against my skin last night, the softness of their touch, the sound of their passionate breathing, and how it felt to surrender to them. The wicked glint in Valerie’s eyes tells me that she is having similar thoughts right now.

“There’s a lot to think about,” I say, with warmth rising in my neck and cheeks. “There’s the bakery, for one. My job.”

Lorna’s embrace becomes less comforting and more intimate. Her body presses against mine, now trying to encourage me. “You don’t have to give that up. We all have lives outside this place. But we come home every night and spend some quality time together, too. That’s a bonus.”

“A hell of a bonus.” Jamie gives a knowing wink.

Ian still has his arms around Teri and Harper, but he talks to me over their hug. “That reminds me. Ingredients for your bakery. I’ve arranged a delivery for tomorrow. Hopefully everything you’ll need for all your business next week.”

My jaw drops. “Ian, that’s crazy! That’s gotta be at least a couple of hundred dollars!”

“Two hundred and seventy-four,” he says. “But who’s counting? Remember, I’m expecting a cinnamon swirl.”

“I’ll make as many as you want.”

“Good. The repair guy should be with you tomorrow morning to get your mixer up and running.”

The casual, breezy way he’s solving all my problems brings a lump to my throat. How in the world can one man do so much and expect so little in return? “Ian, I… I don’t know what to say.”

Jamie moves closer. She wraps her arms around me from the other side. “Say yes, Gina. Stay here with us. You know you want to.”

She’s not wrong. I want to say yes. So badly. But I can’t bring myself to blurt out the word. Not just yet. There are so many things flooding my brain right now, so many little obstacles my mind is throwing up as if pointing out impassable barriers.

“My mom’s house.” It’s hard to offer any resistance with these two warm, soft, feminine bodies pressing into me from either side. “Officially, I still live there.”

“Not a problem.” He smiles that disarming smile. “As it happens, I know an excellent realtor. She usually handles larger properties, but I’ve offered to compensate her commission if she takes on your case - which she will. If you want.”

My heart swells. There are no words. No words at all. Valerie puts her hands on the table and leans forward, gazing at Ian. “Wait, you called a realtor? After what we talked about?”

“Yes. Although that wasn’t the only reason. She’s willing to meet with you, if you’re interested. But actually, the main reason I spoke to the realtor was to get the ball rolling on buying a property in town.”

“A property?” Rene’s curiosity is piqued. “I didn’t picture you as the portfolio type.”

He laughs. “Don’t worry, I have no plans in that area. No, I wanted to purchase one specific building.” He looks me square in the eyes. “You said that your landlord was one of your biggest problems, correct? Well, he’s going to receive an offer first thing tomorrow morning that even a worthless slob like him won’t be able to pass up.”

I can’t speak. I don’t dare say the words out loud. He finds them for me.

“Yes, Gina. I’m buying your bakery and changing the rental agreement. Good thing your mixer’s getting fixed. Those cinnamon swirls won’t make themselves.”

“Ian-!”

Words cannot describe how much all this means to me. Every single problem, hurdle, or difficulty I had in my life - gone. Just like that. As if they weren’t really problems in the first place. Just removed and tossed aside. My ingredients. My mixer. My landlord. Now all I need to worry about is keeping my products on the shelves.

“Just to be clear, Gina.” He has a calm, patient tone. “None of this is dependent on you choosing to live here. If you really want, you can keep sleeping in the back of the bakery-”

“I want to stay!” I almost sing the words in pure happiness. Big, wet tears roll down my cheeks, but these are happy, cathartic, joyful tears. The best tears I’ve shed in months. “I want to stay here with all of you.”

My vision blurs and emotion chokes my throat. I close my eyes for a few moments to let it all flow through me. I feel people moving around me. When I open my eyes again, I’m in the middle of a huge group hug. All the girls, even Rene, have moved to embrace me. Ian watches from the other side of the kitchen, gazing at us with pride. His girls. Ian’s Angels.

“Thank you,” I say, almost choking with gratitude. “Thank you, Ian.”

“It’s my pleasure, Gina. Dare I say - it’s my purpose.” He smiles. “Now, who’s hungry? I’ve been smelling this rib roast all day and if I don’t get stuck into it soon, I might bite my arm off…”

We laugh and take our places at the table. We eat together, laughing, chatting, passing plates and bowls of food around, and having a wonderful time. It’s probably the best meal I’ve ever enjoyed since Thanksgiving when I was kid. The feeling of comfortable, easy familiarity and total stability turns this from a simple dinner among friends to a true feast of equals. I might be the new girl in this little group, but they treat me like one of them. I can’t stop smiling through the whole meal.

Once all our plates are empty and Teri has cleared the table - again refusing to accept my offers of assistance - Ian asks if anyone would like dessert.

I speak up first. “Don’t tell me you cooked all this and prepared dessert too?”

His charming smile twists at the corners, giving him the look of a naughty schoolboy. “I’m thinking of a different kind of dessert…”

We rise from the table as one, all with eager smiles and giddy giggles. Ian heads upstairs and follow him, walking hand in hand. I have no idea what to expect or what they’ll want me to do, but my worries are quickly wiped away when the entire group turns their attention to me. I don’t even try to resist.

Hands. Mouths. Tongues. Bodies. Warmth. I recline on the bed and let them do whatever they want with me. Pleasure rocks me from every conceivable direction, all at the same time. Fingers trail my naked body. Mouths plant warm, soft kisses on my skin. Tongues lap my sensitive areas. Fingers explore my intimate areas. Six women and one man work together with a single, united purpose: my pleasure.

I am a rowboat on a stormy ocean, getting tossed around by tidal waves of passion. They don’t let up. They are slow, considerate, and careful, yet insistent. They coo my name and whisper erotic encouragement and urge me to reach my climax. Teri and Harper work together, their tongues flicking across my pussy in tandem as Lorna, Jamie, and Valerie worship my breasts and nipples. Ian lavishes my tingling legs with passionate kisses and Rene bites my neck.

I’ve never cum so hard in my life.

But that’s barely the beginning. Once I’ve recovered my breath, I’m thrust into the middle of what can only be described as a Roman orgy. Everybody works with everybody else. Moans and cries and gasps fill the entire house. Ian takes part, concentrating on one of us until he’s close to the edge, then retreating and watching the show with a lazy smile before joining in again with a new willing participant. I’ve never seen anything like this, much less been involved in something so unapologetically erotic and ferociously explicit. I delve my tongue inside each  of my new roommates in turn, marveling at how different they feel on my tongue yet how goddamn sweet each of them tastes. I lose track of how many times I cum. I can’t even count the orgasms that explode across the bed and linger in the air.

Finally, Ian can’t take it any more. He chooses me and plunges inside, mounting me in the center of the bed while the others watch and urge him on. They openly caress, kiss, and play with one another, as though Ian and I are the main attraction at the world’s most exclusive sex show. I hold him against me and look into his eyes and nod, silently telling him how much I fucking need this. How much I’ve needed this my whole life. How much I owe him.

And then he cums inside me to a wave of delighted applause from the girls.

We all collapse on the bed, exhausted, spent, fulfilled. I can barely comprehend what I’ve just experienced. I feel reborn. Transformed. Renewed.

I lay in the middle of a pile of warm, naked figures, feeling hands on my skin and in my hair. I have never felt so much love in my life.
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~ Ian ~
I'm a man who's good at reading situations.
And this situation is simple: I have everything I need and no room for more.
But Aubry isn't asking for room.
She isn't asking for anything.
She just is — confident, magnetic, and completely unlike anyone who's come before.
Which is exactly the problem. 

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