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ABOUT NAOMI’S RECKONING


Naomi walked away from her family, husband, and child. When she returned, she faced a closed door.

She’s got no home. No job. No lover. All she has is a plea for forgiveness. The Matt who answers the door is a different man. He’s not alone. Four women stand with him: Ashley, who’s become Jack’s steady mother; Kate, who runs the business and the books; Nidhi, who brings quiet spiritual fire; and Liz, whose blunt heart keeps them honest. They’ve rebuilt a family and will protect it, and Jack, from Naomi’s chaos.

This is Naomi’s reckoning.

She must prove, to herself and the family she left, that she’s not the same woman who abandoned her son. Her choices are simple: walk away forever, or take a step of faith and begin the difficult path back home by public penance and service at a women’s shelter. She accepts the scarlet mark of her failure and her promise. She works. She fails. She stumbles. And then—one small mercy changes everything.

It’s about consequences you can’t bargain with and the slow, precarious path of starting over. It’s about earning forgiveness, instead of demanding it, and yearning for home.

Naomi's Reckoning is book four of five in the Home Office Harem series.

Warning: explicit content, adult polyamory, and hard choices, homelessness, divorce, and separation.


To prodigals like me, turning around is the hardest part, but it’s not an easy path back home. Take the first step.


The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the service of others.

MAHATMA GANDHI


PREVIOUSLY IN POWER PLAY


“I-I know.” Naomi chews her lip. “It’s gone, all of it.” She glances up, wide-eyed. “Trent got me fired. This is my last hope. You’re my only hope. I’m jobless, homeless, and it’s all my fault. I should have stood up to Trent. He has problems.”

Holy shit, I knew Trent was an asshole the moment I met him, but this is another level. He’s siphoned off my child support payments, spent Naomi’s share of our divorce settlement, and now he kicks her out? I knew it. Fucking asshole.

“No. Fucking. Shit,” I hiss out, furious.

She is goddamn right, it’s her fault. But she left, she’s not my responsibility.

“A week. If you can’t pay for seven nights at a hotel, I’ll loan you the money. You won’t like my repayment terms.”

“A-a loan? Jesus Christ, Matt, I’m Jack’s mother.” At least she didn’t scream.

“No,” I growl.

My gut tightens. Is she for real? Now she thinks of Jack. Mother fuck.

“Don’t use our son as a bargaining chip. That’s beneath even you.”

Silence drops between us like a fire blanket, snuffing out the rest of her defiance.

I flinch when the door opens and Kate slips out, closing the door behind her. Her hair is still messy from the scene by the pool, but she’s dressed in a band t-shirt and cutoffs. I glance at her as she rubs my back, feeling relief ripple through me from her touch. She steps between Naomi and me.

“Here.” She hands over a folded sheet of paper, and Naomi looks up as her eyes narrow. But before she can respond, Kate continues. “That’s an address and a reservation for a room at an inn. It’s not the Huntington Hilton, but it’s in a nice part of town with weekly rates.”

Kate speaks slowly, watching Naomi closely, then turns to me. Naomi’s face is a picture of confusion. She didn’t expect anyone to stand beside me to confront her.

“I paid for it,” Kate explains to me with a tilt of her head and a shrug. Then she turns back to Naomi and calmly says, “It’s a gift. One week.”

“Who the fuck are you?” Naomi’s voice is hushed and surprised but not angry.

“I’m Kate.” She holds out her hand like she is introducing herself at a conference. Confidence radiates off her as she offers my ex-wife an olive branch.

“Naomi,” she whispers and lifts her hand.

Kate grabs it, pulls, and helps her to her feet. She levels her eyes and gives Naomi two firm shakes of her hand.

“Nice to meet you. Now, get in your car, go to the hotel. Stay away from our home. Get your mind right, Naomi. We’ll talk again in seven days.”

“I’m—“ She looks at me, sighing as if I’d stand up for her. “Matt...”

Kate’s calm presence soothes me, and I wrap my arm around her shoulders and pull her to my side.

“You left.” I bite out with less fury than she deserves. “You lost your right to use my name to ask for anything.” Pointing at the folded paper she’s holding, I continue. “That is your only option. It’s that, or walk away, and I’ll seek sole custody of Jack. You can start a new life without us.”

I have no idea what Kate’s plan is, but I trust her. And that’s all that matters.

Naomi looks shocked, but, seeing my resolve, she starts to sob, breaking down again. I set my jaw, turn my back on my ex-wife, open the front door for Kate, and close it behind us, snapping the lock loudly. She takes my hand, and we walk back where my chosen family awaits. Kate stops in the entryway, and I turn to face her.

“We'll figure this out. But you need to step up and lead us,” Kate says. “It’s your decision because she’s your ex and Jack’s mother. We can give her a fair opportunity and then she can take our deal… or leave it.” Her expression is a blend of care and determination. “It’s up to you to protect our family.

“You’re right. I need to step up for us,” I say, setting my jaw. “You stood with me, and that means a lot.”

“We all did,” she says, pulling herself into my chest. “Liz, Nidhi, and Ashley all support you, Matt. I am just the messenger.”

The icy cold anger in my gut evaporates as it’s replaced by warm comfort. Inhaling her scent, I press my lips to her forehead. “We’ll figure this out together. As a family.”


NAOMI’S RECKONING


1 AFTERSHOCK


After shutting the door on Naomi, my mind buzzes with the weight of my decision. Did I cut off any chance of Jack having a relationship with his birth mother?

Kate walks alongside me as I try to halt my emotional spiral. Her joining me outside was perfect timing. Listening to Naomi’s strident sobs was weakening my resolve. As I take her hand, relief washes over me when we find Ashley, Nidhi, and Liz wearing somber expressions and sitting in a line on the couch. I nervously smile as I guide Kate to the loveseat beside them. “Clearly, things have changed drastically. Jack will stay with us until I confront Naomi.”

They all nod, but Kate pushes back.

“We’re with you. For Jack. We confront her together.”

I glance at her, then close my eyes. I hope my outburst didn’t wake him. Kate’s words distill everything to a single purpose: Jack.

“Thank you.” I squeeze her hand and focus on the girls. “To clarify Naomi’s situation, she’s no longer in a relationship with Trent. He kicked her out. She has no place to live and can’t provide a home for Jack. So it’s up to us.”

Ashley raises her hand, and I nod.

“Caring for Jack isn’t a problem. We do it gladly.” She pans across the faces of my lovers, and they nod. “But Matt. I’m concerned about him. He isn’t talking as much and has lost interest in walking. It’s been six months since she left. He cries when Naomi drops him off and again as you pack his bag to take him back.” She shrugs. “You’ve said he’s our primary purpose, and his behavior worries me.”

“I agree, he seems thrown off with the custody changes. He doesn’t understand why Mommy isn’t here. It’s gotta be hard on him. Can you do your online thing and see if anything tracks?”

She nods, and I take a beat. Taking charge feels natural. Since the girls moved in, my distracted stupor, hyperfocus on work, and inattention to my family have evaporated. I have to lead this new family. I need to decide the right path for all of us.

“Keeping Naomi away for a week is a start, but I have no idea what’s next. She’s gotta make changes in her life. She has nowhere else to go, and I gotta step up and help her. I’d like the four of you to help me.”

Kate rubs my thigh, getting my attention before she replies. “As I see it, we should focus on three things. First, Naomi needs to find a place to live outside a hotel. Second, she needs a clear direction or goal. Third, as you’ve said, she’s Jack’s mother. If we have the opportunity to help her…” She shrugs. ”We should.”

“That’s a great start.” I glance at the others for input, and Liz raises her hand.

“It’s hard for me, because she’s been horrible to you and Jack. I hate how he cries when she leaves.” Liz says, frowning slightly. “If I’m honest, I think the best thing would be for her to go away for good.” She sighs with frustration. “I need to accept what’s best for Jack. Like Ash said, he’s our priority. I hate what she did, but maybe we can help her and Jack.”

“Thank you.” I nod at Nidhi. “Anything?”

“Not right now. I need time to think,” she says with a quiet shrug. “I’m new to this, and don’t have Kate’s experience. I’m only 19. This is… a lot. My mother has a lot of wisdom. I want to talk to her and come clean about us, so she understands. Would that be okay?”

I tilt my head and notch an eyebrow. “You’re going to tell her about running Sunshine Content?”

“Fuck, no,” she says with a laugh. “I’m not ready for that level of honesty with her. But I want to tell her about us, this family. We came together to support you, like families should. I’m proud of us, so I no longer want to hide our relationship from her.”

“I’m proud of you. All of you.” I glance around the circle. “Honesty is brutal sometimes. I admit I wasn’t honest with myself or Naomi after Jack was born. My actions and inactions contributed to the end of our marriage and led to this moment. I need to find peace about that, because I can’t go back in time to undo it.”

The room goes quiet as I focus on each of them. “Whether we like it or not, Naomi is family. But family means accountability. If she wants to be back in Jack's life, she has to earn it."

They all nod, and we break from the living room. Ashley goes to check on Jack and start dinner. Nids and Liz return outside to break down the sets and technical equipment. Kate stands and reaches for my hand.

“That was good, Matt.” She smiles, caressing my chest above the mess from earlier. She wrinkles her nose. “Take a deep breath, go up and take a shower, give yourself some time to let your emotions settle. I’ll oversee the girls and ensure Jack’s fed.”

“You’re right,” I say and stand. “You’re sure I can’t help with anything?”

“We’ve got it. Go rest.”

I nod, gather my phone from the control table outside, and then return, seeing Ashley in the kitchen. “I’m going upstairs to rest.”

“Want me to bring you dinner?”

Her motherly concern sharply contrasts with Naomi’s behavior, and my jaw tightens. “I’ve lost my appetite. I’m gonna call it a night.”

Ashley looks at me, her head tilting with concern. “Alone?”

“Yeah, just for tonight. I’m sorry. Can you tell the others?” I inhale a deep breath. “I just need time alone.”

“Of course.” She comes over and hugs me. “I love you, Matt. We’re going to get through this as a family.”

Physical exhaustion washes over me when I reach the top of the stairs. Passing into our bedroom, I realize I’m still wearing the shorts I pulled on to meet Naomi at the front door. I’m sticky and sweaty and stink like sex.

Starting the shower, I let the water run, warming up while I undress and toss my shorts in the hamper in the bedroom. As I return to the bathroom, Kate enters and closes the bedroom door behind her, joining me in the bathroom.

“You got room for one more?” She sheds her bikini and places it on the counter by the sink.

I take a beat to ogle her perfect breasts before replying. “Always.”

The shower is a large, tiled enclosure with a glass wall and glass door. After checking the water temperature, I hold the door for Kate. She brushes by me, and as our bodies touch, mine responds. My arousal is on a hair trigger with my four younger lovers living so close.

A quiet distraction hangs between Kate and me while we wash each other, keeping our thoughts to ourselves. But her attentive caresses stir my arousal. When she notices my swelling erection, she looks up with a grin.

“Well, that still works.” She laughs, gripping and lightly stroking.

Words disappear as I kiss her with a growl of arousal as my passion rises ferociously. She responds, matching my energy as our kiss deepens. She strokes me until I’m stiff, then she breaks the kiss to face the glass door. I slip behind her and press my tip against her opening, desperate to be inside her.

“Fuck me,” she says quietly. “I want to feel you come inside me.”

“After I make you scream my name,” I growl, reaching around her to grab her breast.

“No.” She shakes her head. “You need this. Be selfish, and fuck me hard.”

I tighten my jaw, dropping my hands to grip her hips. Her words trigger something inside me, activating an anger I’ve locked away. I slam into her, bucking her body against the glass.

A dark fury rises inside me that she unlocked but didn’t cause. Dark emotions swirl in my mind as I rut into her with rough, punishing strokes. The crack of my palm against her ass echoes through our steamy cell. The glass partition shakes as she tries to keep herself away from it.

“Yes!” she says when I grip her hair, haul her neck back, and nip under her jaw. “Fuck me. Take me. I’m yours. Use me. Harder, Matt.”

Her hands flatten against the glass as it bends under my furious thrusts. My hands roam over her flesh, marking her with sharp smacks to her ass and rakes of my fingernails. I growl, bending lower, biting and sucking her neck and shoulders.

Lust rides a tide of anger—at myself, Naomi, and a life I let unravel. Resentment that we never had a chance. Kate takes it all, crying out with a mix of lust and pain. We’re caught up in the swirling darkness of the emotions we’re both processing. When my shaft pulses, she cries out, then bites her arm to silence her scream.

My release triggers hers, and we shiver as our climaxes flood our nerves, shouting as we ride the hot passion until it morphs into fleeting bliss.

My feet slip, and I slide to the bottom of the shower. I pull Kate down, gripping her like she’s my last lifeline. My roiling emotions fuel a hot-blooded anguish that tears me open. I sob, clutching her tight. Kate holds my head to her chest, combing her fingers through my hair.

“Let it out, Matt,” she whispers as I fall apart. “I’m here. You’re safe. I love you.”

As my anguish pours out of me in tears and snot, I wrap her in a tight hug, discharging my agony in waves, quieting only for a beat before a stray thought triggers another jag.

Kate handles it all as I cling to her. She holds me, whispering words I don’t hear in my misery. Finally, when my mind clears, I shift to a foggy sorrow that slowly evaporates. I lift my hot face into the cooling rain of the shower.

“I love you, Kate,” I say, then kiss her tenderly.

We’re quiet as we dry off, change into bedclothes, and climb into the bed. She presses her body against my back and soothes me as my big spoon.

“Sleep, Matt.” She kisses my cheek before slipping out of bed. “The girls and I need to brainstorm.”

My eyes stay shut as I let the receding darkness pull me into empty dreams.


2 WAR COUNCIL


When I wake up alone, the emotional storm from yesterday has passed from my thoughts. A cloudless blue sky is visible out the window, promising a new day. I’m split between missing the presence of my harem and appreciating that they’ve given me space to process the shitshow we’re in. Well, except for Kate. But in her own way, she helped me uncork and unload my trapped emotions—along with the other load. Heh.

I roll out of bed and do my morning bathroom routine. Liz enters, holding Jack, as I finish brushing my teeth. She smiles and kisses me.

“You look better. Rested.” She grins as she passes me, Jack. “Jack needs him some Daddy time. I’m gonna help Ash and Nidhi with the huge breakfast for the war council.”

I hug Jack as he presses his face into my neck. I close my eyes and kiss the top of his head, chuckling. “It’s not a war council, Liz.”

“Okay, fair. But it’s a cool name, right?”

“Right.”

She grins impishly before disappearing downstairs, leaving me alone with Jack. I pause to enjoy a moment with him. He cranes his neck up as I look down and says “dada dada”. His trust is sobering because part of me believes this is all my fault. I inhale, pushing the thought away. I can’t beat myself up about the past or worry about the future. I can only focus on doing the right thing today—for myself, for Jack, and for my four lovers downstairs.

I set Jack down on the bed, watching him as I dress so he doesn’t make a reckless tumble off the bed. Donning a short-sleeve Hawaiian shirt and chinos, I pull them on and check the mirror. We’re not planning a war, but it doesn’t seem right to discuss the situation in swimwear.

I need to get my shit together.

Carrying Jack down the stairs on my hip, I search until I find the girls outside around the table. We join them around the teak table stacked with various breakfast foods—more than we could eat. There are stacks of pancakes, waffles, and French toast, a steaming tray of scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage patties and links, bowls of cut fruit, and a pitcher of orange juice.

Ashley rises from the table, greeting me with a warm hug.

“I guess I deal with stress by cooking.” She laughs as she waves at the table. “Let me get Jack in his chair. Kate’s bringing your coffee.” She smiles at Jack, and he bounces on my hip before she takes him to his chair near my seat at the end of the table.

Kate intercepts me with two cups of coffee, handing me one. “You look much better,” she says, stifling a yawn.

“Did you sleep at all?” I ask, unsure if I want to know.

“I napped.” She shrugs with a tired grin. “I’ll catch another nap later. All of us were wired as we brainstormed a plan.” She lifts her cup. “Last cup of coffee. Promise.”

After last night’s drama, the atmosphere at the patio table is calm, if not gentle. A sober undercurrent swirls over what’s next as we take a moment to enjoy a family meal. Jack fists his soggy waffle into his mouth while I enjoy a short stack of pancakes, sausage links, and a pile of cheesy eggs. We should enjoy more meals together. Jack’s cherubic grins at his caregivers remind me of what Naomi walked away from and what the five of us have built without her.

When everyone’s done eating, the girls rise to clear the breakfast dishes while I bounce Jack on my knee. They slowly filter back out—Kate first with her laptop, journal, and sober expression. Then Ashley and Nidhi follow with their laptops and spiral notebooks, like they’re heading into a classroom. Liz brings a carafe of coffee and trades it for Jack.

“I’ll follow your lead,” Liz affirms with a shrug. “I know I don’t have the best attitude toward Naomi. I’ll work on it. I can entertain Jack while the rest of you discuss everything.”

“Thank you, that helps.” I pull her into a hug and kiss her cheek.

“I’m happy to.” She grins, carrying Jack back inside. “We’ll just be inside watching a movie and playing with his toys.”

Everyone focuses on our mission, and I appreciate their taking this seriously. Refilling my coffee cup from the carafe, I inhale the steam, thinking about how to begin. It’s up to me to lead us—for everyone’s sake, including Jack’s.

“Thank you again for helping me figure out how to handle this situation with Naomi. Last night, you took time to think, discuss, and plan. My head is much clearer, and I am ready to listen. Who’d like to go first?”

Ashley raises her hand, and I nod. “I’ve been looking at stuff online—like about what happens to kids Jack’s age when parents split up. What I read says these kids are…” She looks down at her notes. “Prone to regressing. That sounds scary to me. Maybe you can ask his doctor?”

As she talks, my gut tightens. Jack is hurting because I wasn’t looking out for him. But what’s done is done. What’s best for him is my priority. “I’ll request a video call with Dr. Martinez. His office is usually prompt. Can you sit in on the call with me?”

“Of course.” Ashley nods with her eyes full of compassion. “I know you think you’re to blame. It seems many parents miss this stuff, especially when they break up when their kid is an infant. You’re a great dad. I know you’ll help him.”

“Thank you. I should have paid attention sooner. If I had seen this happening, maybe things would be different. But we’ll focus on what’s next. We can’t change the past.”

Kate clears her throat lightly, and I nod at her.

“I focused on Naomi’s housing situation and how she can get a fresh start after Trent kicked her out. We don’t know the details, but that’s a really shitty thing to do. Unfortunately, that situation is common, and these women have nowhere to go. I volunteer at a women’s homeless shelter called Haven House⁠—”

“You think she should go to a shelter?” I interrupt, looking around. “That seems extreme, but I’m at a loss.”

“Oh, hell no.” Kate laughs. “The last place she needs to be is in a homeless shelter, even one well-run like Haven House. But that led me to something we should consider. The house next door.” She tilts her head at the fence between the houses. “Ash’s parents’ contract fell through, and it’s back on the market. I’ve looked over their listing and what they’re asking. I propose we use the shell corporation to offer them a quick sale in cash.”

“Cash?” I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “How’s that possible?”

“I’d have to move some money around, but it’s within reach.”

“Your money? Kate, that’s asking too much.”

“I’ve been saving for a house for a while, Matt. I won’t need to buy one with what’s happening with us. I want to use my money to help our family. Like you’ve said, that includes Naomi.

Her face is calm, and I relax some. “Okay, go on.”

“As I was saying,” she says, grinning, “Ash’s parents are eager to sell and get on with their lives. I’m sorry, Ash, if I’m being too blunt.”

“No, it’s fine,” Ashley says as she chews her lip. “I’m tired of waiting for them to be… I dunno, like, good parents?”

Kate reaches out and squeezes her hand. “I’m sorry they’re like that. You deserve better from them.” Ash’s sad smile reminds me that she’s been abandoned like Jack. Kate turns back to me. “The point I’m making is that we acquire the house and rent it to Naomi. We can do everything via the shell corporation to give us separation. She’ll also need a job, so I want to work my connections to see what I can find.”

“You’re going above and beyond.” We lock eyes as I rub the stubble on my chin.

“It’s in Jack’s best interest. She’s gotta stop flying off whenever she’s had a bad day. This is important to our family, right?”

“Right.” Glancing at my four younger lovers, I sigh and explain the truth. “In bed the other day, I said I still love Naomi. She’s never made that easy, but I think it’s important to help her find a way to grow up.” Focusing on my fingers, I get back on track as the thought cycles in my mind. “Okay, I approve the quick sale, even if Naomi ends up… not cooperating. We are quickly running out of space here, and expanding our living space to the house next door might be an option.”

Kate nods and scribbles in her journal. Nidhi sits up straighter, and we all turn to her.

“I spoke with my mother. She’s now aware I’m living in a polyamorous relationship, and it didn’t surprise her.”

“So she’s not upset?”

“No, she’s happy for me.” Nidhi blinks and wipes her eyes. We pause for a moment, letting her compose herself. “I’m sorry, I was just thinking about how different my mother is from Naomi. I don’t know her, but I want Jack to have a mother who loves him as much as my mother loves me.”

Ashley reaches over to rub Nidhi’s back until she can continue. When Nidhi raises her eyes, I sense focused determination as her jaw tightens. “In Hindu culture, according to Mom, people must be accountable for the hurt they cause and make things right, not just say they’re sorry.”

“Go on?”

“My mother told me something her friend told her about when her son was spiraling and using drugs and stuff. Mom called it Prayaschitta, a Hindu concept of making things right. Like. I read some stuff I found on the net, but it isn’t very clear. But basically, like, Naomi needs to feel the pain she’s caused before she can work on changing.”

“I’m partially to blame for the pain,” I say, feeling a lump in my throat. “Our relationship was going downhill, and I did nothing to stop it. I retreated to my work, while she did the same, only her work had other men…” I take a deep breath and shake my head.

“That’s the thing, Matt,” Kate says. “You’re aware of your faults. Nothing I’ve seen or heard from what you’ve told me about Naomi says she’s aware of the pain she caused. To you. To Jack. Even to herself. It’s all denial and blaming others. It’s toxic. If she can’t see it, then we’ve gotta protect Jack. Legally, if that’s what it takes.”

“I agree with Kate,” Nidhi offers. “Naomi’s still shifting blame, while you keep admitting you messed up. You’re trying to change for the better. Is Naomi?”

The table goes quiet, and I bow my head in thought. When I look up, Liz has joined us.

“Jack’s sleeping.” She shrugs, then frowns. “I’ve been eavesdropping; I know what’s going on. When my parents left, I was alone. It sucked. If we can help her, I think we should. I was wrong to want her to go away.”

I take a beat and scan the faces of my lovers, my chosen family, nodding at each of them to thank them for their thoughts. “If we’re going to do this, we gotta do it right. I feel unprepared and need to figure out how to explain this without her screaming or getting angry at me. I don’t know anything about religion, let alone Hinduism, but something about it resonates.”

Taking slow breaths, I scan their faces, seeing them differently. Liz’s shift from anger and dismissal to acceptance that helping Naomi is best for Jack shows she is maturing. Ashley isn’t just worried; she’s taking action to help Jack. Kate’s plan to help Naomi is extraordinary. Nidhi’s bravery in telling her mom about us amazes me.

“Nidhi, who can we talk with about pra-prayas-c…”

“Prayaschitta.” She grins.

“Yes, that thing. I need someone with the background to walk me through it. I’ll do my research, but if we could meet with someone, it might be better than just winging it.”

She nods. “I’ll ask my mother.”

“Okay, we’ve got a busy week with all of this and creating content for Sunshine. I appreciate your help last night. All of you need to rest today.” I glance around, then stand. “I’ll do the dishes; it helps me think. Take a nap, you all deserve it.”

We break up, and I follow them inside. Ashley follows me into the kitchen, and I glance at her.

“Oh, please.” She smirks. “You don’t know where anything goes. You’re not messing up my kitchen.”

We laugh and head to the sink, where dishes await us. As we stand at the sink, I rinse the breakfast dishes and hand them to her to put in the dishwasher. Our fingers touch, and we glance at each other. Her presence is reassuring. We finish by cleaning the counters, and I see up close how well she keeps the kitchen tidy. 

“You’ve done an incredible job with everything. Liz is right, you are a leader.”

She blushes as I wrap her in a hug, and she leans against my chest. “It seems like the thing I’m supposed to do,” she whispers. “I dreamt of being the perfect wife for you when I was younger and witnessed Naomi being, well, Naomi. It’s like living my dream with everyone. It’s easy to care for people I love.”

We share a tender kiss. “Get some rest,” I tell her as we part. “I’ll take care of Jack today.”

She relaxes and allows her weariness to show. “Thank you. I’m beat. Being an adult is really tiring.”

I grin and leave to track down Liz and Jack as a smile of satisfaction creeps up my lips.


3 MOMENTUM


Sunday passes quietly after Saturday's intensive meeting—or war council, as Liz still calls it. Our usual routines return—pool time, family meals, and other things happen around Jack's naps. There’s a current of purpose humming through everything. The girls discuss things in pairs or in a group. We’re relaxing, but we know we’ll be making calls, plans, and decisions starting Monday.

Ashley watches Jack and updates her notes when he avoids speaking, pulling up, or walking. Kate lounges by the pool, reviewing documents on her laptop. Nidhi is reading about Hindu spiritual practices via the web on her phone from the chaise beside her, and they chat as she shares an interesting tidbit. Liz keeps everyone's energy light, initiating splash fights and tickle sessions with Jack, reminding us that, despite the seriousness of our mission, we're still a family that knows how to have fun.

By Sunday evening, everyone is ready to move from planning to action. We share quiet intimacy in bed, enjoying and sharing unselfishly. I sleep restlessly and feel them shifting as my mind spins, wrestling with the web of things I don’t fully understand.

Monday morning starts in my bedroom with all five of us; it’s tight. I wake up sandwiched between Kate and Ashley on my narrow California King, while Liz and Nidhi cuddle on a queen-sized air mattress we set up beside the bed. The bedroom is crowded but even though there are beds in other rooms, no one wants to sleep apart from the group. I need to figure out a better solution.

Jack starts babbling through the monitor. The ripple of giggles tells me others are waking up, too. Liz and Nidhi crawl onto my crowded mattress to cuddle for a bit.

"Big day," Kate murmurs against my shoulder, kissing my neck softly.

"We've got this," Ashley adds, stretching as she sits up. “We have work to do, but we’re going to rock this."

I love seeing them full of confidence and purpose. Friday night’s emotional storm feels like a distant memory as we transition into a week of work and planning.

After breakfast, Kate sets up her laptop at the dining room table, surrounded by real estate documents and financial spreadsheets. "I'm handling the short sale logistics with Ashley's parents today," she announces. "Should have preliminary numbers by this afternoon."

“We’re calling Jack’s doctor at ten, right?” Ashley asks, checking her phone. “I’ll be sitting in with you?”

"Yep, you’ve been his primary caregiver since the divorce, and you have the best sense of his progress.”

“I just want him to grow up healthy and loved.” Ash leans against my chest as we share a moment.

Nidhi looks up from her laptop. "My mother connected me with Pandit Sharma. He’s like a Hindu priest or something. He's available for a video consultation at two o'clock. He knows about Prayaschitta practices both in India and Orange County.”

"Perfect.” I nod, appreciating how each woman has moved seamlessly from planning to action. "Liz, you're on Jack duty during the calls?"

"Obviously.” She grins, making airplane noises as she feeds Jack his breakfast. "We have a crucial meeting about trucks and blocks. Don’t we, buddy?"

Jack claps his hands and babbles enthusiastically, which makes everyone smile. Liz has a gift for keeping the atmosphere light even when discussing heavy subjects.

At ten o'clock, Ashley and I sit in my office loft, my laptop in front of us, waiting for Dr. Martinez to join our video call. Should we need it for reference, a folder with Jack’s medical records sits beside me. Liz put him down for a nap after their intense meeting about trucks and blocks. Liz and Nidhi are on the other side of the partition, working on the next shoot for Sunshine. When the monitor flashes on the edge of my desk, I remind them to keep it down.

Dr. Martinez appears, his familiar, gentle demeanor immediately putting us at ease. "Mr. Lewis, Ashley. I reviewed your concerns about Jack's development. Let's discuss what you've observed."

Ashley leans forward. “Jack’s not talking enough, based on what I’ve read online and in the What to Expect book. He says 'dada' and 'mama' but not much else consistently. And his walking is still wobbly—more so in the past few weeks."

"I've noticed he's more clingy than usual," I add. "Especially when anyone mentions going somewhere or when there are changes to routine."

Dr. Martinez nods thoughtfully. "Given what you’ve told me about the family disruption from your divorce and the repeated custody transitions, what you're describing is quite common. Jack is experiencing what we call 'environmental regression'—temporary delays caused by emotional stress rather than developmental issues."

The knot in my stomach loosens slightly. "So this isn't permanent?"

"Not at all. Children Jack's age are remarkably resilient, but they need stability and consistent caregiving to feel secure enough to continue their development.” He pauses, reviewing his notes. "The fact that you're both observing these patterns shows excellent parental awareness. Many families miss these subtle signs."

Ashley reaches for my hand. "What can we do to help him?"

"Maintain consistent routines, limit caregiver transitions, and provide extra emotional support during changes. Has his mother been… available for regular contact?"

I feel my jaw tighten. "That’s… complicated right now. She's dealing with some personal issues."

"I see." Dr. Martinez's expression remains neutral but understanding. "In that case, I'd recommend focusing on what stability you can provide. Jack clearly has strong attachment bonds with both of you. You’re his foundation for healing and growth."

“Shouldn’t he be talking more?” Ashley asks, leaning forward. “He babbles and knows a few words, but that’s about it.”

"Let's give the environmental stability approach six weeks. I suspect his speech will improve naturally once his emotional security is restored. We can discuss speech therapy if we don’t see progress by then." Dr. Martinez leans forward slightly. "The key is consistency. The more stable his daily environment becomes, the more confident he'll feel to explore and communicate."

After the call ends, Ashley and I sit quietly, processing his advice.

"Environmental regression," Ashley repeats thoughtfully. “So it's not Jack's fault. It's not really our fault either. He's dealing with our chaos the only way he knows how."

I squeeze her hand. "Dr. Martinez seemed encouraged by how aware we are of his needs."

"Because we actually give a shit about him,” Ashley growls with a slight edge to her voice. "Because we put him first."

Her unspoken comparison to Naomi hangs in the air, but I don't pursue it. We have information now, and a plan. That's what matters.

Liz and Nidhi look around the partition now that the call is over. "How'd it go with the doctor?" Liz asks as she wraps a silky robe around her shoulders. My eyes are drawn to her breasts as she covers them up, smirking at me.

"Good news," Ashley replies as she elbows me with a knowing grin. “Jack’s regression is normal for kids dealing with what he’s going through. Doc says stability and consistency will help.”

"Well, stability is our middle name," Liz grins. “We're the most boring, predictable family ever."

Nidhi snorts and laughs. “Predictably sexy and wild.” She adjusts Liz’s robe and looks over her shoulder. “Want to take a quick break, papa bear?” She glances down at my crotch. “If you’re up for it, I want to capture some short scenes with you and Liz.”

My dick stiffens in my trousers as Ashley giggles, standing and rubbing my shoulders. “Have some fun with Liz, babe. I’ll catch up with Kate downstairs.”

As I stand up, Liz watches me with a knowing grin as I adjust my growing hard-on. "I’m ready for my closeup, Ms. Director. Where’s my mark?”

Nidhi laughs, pulls me to the other side of the partition, unbuttons my shirt, and undoes my belt. “Just a quick oral scene, but I want you like this. Just half dressed like you’re impatient, and Liz is too.”

She guides me down to sit on the daybed’s edge while Liz settles on her knees between my legs. The studio lights up Liz’s face as she looks up at me and runs her hands along my thighs.

“Wait,” Nidhi smacks Liz’s shoulder. “I gotta get the camera, needy slut.” She walks past me to the control table and picks up a handheld digital camera to record video. “I’ll handhold it, I want it to be rough, like a live shot.”

She points the camera at Liz and directs us closer until we’re both in frame.  “Okay, I’m rolling. Action.”

Liz leans forward, pulls my trousers open, and reaches in, wrapping her fingers around my rigid cock and speaking for the camera. “Mmm, you're hard already. Been thinking about my slutty mouth?”

There’s no script for this, but we’ve established some guidelines for ad-libbing. Nidhi wants us to stay aware of the camera angle, so I comb my fingers through Liz’s hair, brushing her long brown locks to the opposite side to give the camera a clear line of sight. “You always make me hard. I love your mouth. Show me how much you can take.”

Being in front of the camera feels natural as the impromptu scene unfolds seamlessly. Liz gives me one of her enthusiastic blow jobs while Nidhi slowly paces around to get different angles. Liz’s technique has improved with more practice. She cups my balls, tugging them firmly, and it’s not long before I toss my head back with a moan.

“Fuck, I’m gonna come.”

Liz pulls back, stroking me. “Do it, paint my face with your virile seed.”

I tighten my jaw to keep from laughing at the corny line, but Nidhi says the viewers like our campy antics. Liz takes me deep one more time, then pulls off as she tightens her grip and strokes. When I erupt, shooting white creamy streams over her cheeks, Liz pulls a few more spurts then covers my head as my cock throbs, pulsing the rest of my load into her mouth.

Liz finishes and shows me the load on her tongue before swallowing. We stare at each other, and it doesn’t feel like acting as I praise her. “Good girl.”

“Cut,” Nidhi calls, lowering her camera. “Perfect. I got some incredible footage I can use for short clips or as b-roll for other scenes.”

I lean back on my hands as Liz cleans up my mess and junk. “Living the porn star life,” I quip, and the girls laugh.

I get myself put together and head downstairs to check in with Kate as Ashley finishes making sandwiches.

“Have fun?” Kate grins, arching her brow.

“Yeah.” I return her smile, leaning and kissing her. “I relieved some pressure. Or rather, Liz did for me.”

“She’s good at that.” Kate laughs as Ashley slides some deli meat roll-ups with chips on paper plates in front of us and sits beside Kate with her own plate. “Can I update you both while we eat?”

We switch modes and listen to her ideas for buying Ash’s house in a quick sale. We continue to discuss the fine points for the financing, and Kate points at her screen. “Matt, I want you to look at this website. It’s Haven House, the shelter I told you about. I’ll text you the link. I think it might be an option for employment. Working with abandoned and abused women might help her.”

I nod and try to talk with my mouth full, and she holds up her hands to protect her face, laughing,

“Just nod your head, silly.” 

I finish chewing with a smile. It’s wonderful to be so in sync with her and Ash, and I take a beat to enjoy their smiles before my mind returns to our goals.


4 MAKING PLANS


At two o’clock, the family gathers around the kitchen table for Nidhi’s consultation call with Pandit Sharma. While we wait, Nidhi teaches us a little about Hinduism. A pandit is a Hindu scholar or priest. Their traditional garments include a kurta, a white collarless tunic, and a dhoti, a seamless white cloth wrapped around their waist and legs, worn like pants. She enjoys learning more about her Indian background, and everything she shares with us is fascinating.

The video call connects, and an elderly man wearing a white robe and a yellow scarf appears on screen. His kind eyes immediately convey wisdom and compassion.

"Namaste, Nidhi," he says warmly. "Your mother explained your family's situation. I understand you seek guidance about Prayaschitta practices for someone who has caused harm through abandonment."

Nidhi bows her head respectfully. "Yes, Pandit. We want to understand how it would work with a woman who abandoned her family.”

Pandit Sharma nods thoughtfully with a glimmer of a grin. “First, remember Prayaschitta is not punishment, child. It is spiritual purification through acknowledgment, visible penance, and devoted service. The soul must recognize the weight of its actions before healing begins."

I lean forward, drawn in by his calm authority. "What would that look like practically?"

“Usually, if they’re serious about balancing karma through effort, they’ll adopt visible marking for the journey. In ancient times, they would shave their heads or wear saffron robes. The visible external change reflects and reinforces their internal commitment." His eyes grow more serious. "Second, service to those similarly wounded. For instance, those who abandon their child might serve other abandoned mothers and children. By witnessing their pain, they will understand their own impact."

Ashley shifts beside me. "How long does this process take?"

"As long as the soul requires, child. Some find genuine remorse quickly. Others resist the truth for years." Pandit Sharma pauses, studying our faces through the screen. "But you must understand—Prayaschitta only works if the person freely accepts this path. It cannot be controlled from outside."

"What if she refuses?" Kate asks from beside Nidhi.

"Then she is not ready. Her pain has not yet taught her what she needs to learn."

Nidhi leans closer to the camera. "How can we tell if she really means it or is just acting?"

The old man smiles slightly. "Genuine penance brings humility, not self-pity. Real atonement focuses on serving others, not on personal suffering. Watch her eyes when she speaks of those she has harmed—does she see their pain, or only her own?"

After the call, we sit in contemplative silence. As usual, Liz is the first to speak.

"So basically, she needs to feel like crap about what she did, look different so everyone, including herself, knows she's working on herself, then help other people who got screwed over like Jack did?"

I smile wryly at her translation. "That’s… actually a pretty accurate summary."

"But we can't force her to do it," Ashley adds thoughtfully. "She has to choose it herself, or it won't mean anything."

Kate nods, her business mind already working. "Our job is to create circumstances where that choice becomes clear to her. We can present our plan in mediation to restore split custody, but she has to accept the process herself."

"And if she refuses?" I ask, though I already know the answer.

"Then she's telling us she’s not ready to accept her wrongs," Nidhi says quietly.

“We’ll have to go back to court and sue for sole custody,” Kate adds while I frown.

“Little help that will do. The court already mandated split custody, knowing Naomi often travels and doesn’t have a consistent schedule, while I work from home with in-house help. The scales are tipped in favor of the mother.” I shake my head, not wanting to the stress of a court battle, which will only bring more discord.

“Right now,” Kate says. “We don’t know if Naomi will return to her job as a flight attendant. She may decide to change jobs.”

The weight of that truth settles over us. The stakes are high, so it is critical to create a plan that Naomi will accept while still being firm enough to make a difference.

Kate closes her laptop with a soft snap and switches gears. "I've got updates on the house situation. Ashley's parents accepted our cash offer. We can close by Wednesday."

"That fast?" Ashley blinks.

"Cash talks. Your folks are eager to start their new life." Kate's expression softens in compassion before it grows more businesslike. "I've also taken the initiative to call Haven House, that women's shelter I told you about over lunch. Roberta, the house manager, said that she could use volunteer help. That would be a good place to serve if Naomi chooses our plan.”

“Okay, but part of our plan was for her to pay rent,” I say, my mind switching to the money issue. “I trust you, but the short sell and our startup costs are substantial. Also, she won’t learn anything if she doesn’t have skin in the game. If she volunteers, how can she earn her rent?”

“I’ll run you through the finances later, but I agree. I asked her, and Roberta said volunteers who show progress often move to a paid position.” Kate leans back and crosses her arms over her t-shirt. “Think of this as an internship. If Naomi shows progress, she can continue there; otherwise, we’ll have to pivot to Plan M.”

“Okay, what’s Plan M, and what happened to plans B through L?”

“Plan M. Make shit up.” Kate’s smirks. “Look, we need to be flexible, this is a plan, and plans never go… well, as planned.”

I nod. “Like Mike Tyson said, ‘Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.’” Even with uncertainty, I appreciate how each piece is falling into place. “So we have the start of our plan: housing next door and service at the shelter. What about visible markers of commitment? We need to think about that.”

"First, don't forget the most important part," Liz adds, bouncing Jack on her knee. "She actually has to want it. No faking, no performing, no 'more of her ‘I’ll do what I want’ nonsense.”

Her blunt assessment makes everyone nod. That's Liz's gift—cutting through the bullshit and finding out what is underneath.

"What's our timeline?" Ashley asks.

“She’s supposed to return here on Friday. We need to push it, send an official invite to her hotel on Friday,” I decide. “That gives us three full days to prepare. Hopefully, the house next door can be ready, and Haven House expects a potential volunteer. We gotta be ready to put our plan into action.”

As if sensing the gravity of adult conversation, Jack starts fussing. Liz immediately shifts into entertainment mode, making silly faces until he giggles.

"Someone needs his nap," Ashley observes, reaching for him. "I'll get him settled."

The others begin dispersing to their afternoon activities. Kate returns to her real estate documents, still managing details of the house purchase. Nidhi sits across from me, researching more about Hindu spiritual practices. Liz follows Ashley upstairs, probably to help with Jack's nap routine.

I stay at the table, processing everything we've learned today

Dr. Martinez's words echo in my head: environmental regression. It's not Jack's fault that his world keeps changing. He needs stability, and, until now, I've been part of the chaos instead of the solution.

Nidhi rises, walks around the table, and settles into the chair beside me. "Heavy thoughts?"

"Just processing." I reach for her hand, grateful for her calming presence. "Pandit Sharma gave me a lot to think about."

"About Naomi?"

"About myself, actually." I turn to face her, struck again by the glimmer of wisdom in her dark eyes. "When he talked about genuine remorse versus performance. I wondered if I've been performing forgiveness without actually working through my anger."

Nidhi nods slowly, sitting down beside me. “Anger can be useful if it motivates proper action. But holding onto it after its purpose is served becomes poisonous.” She smiles wistfully. “At least, that's how my mother explained it after I was bullied my first year of high school. I was so angry, but she taught me to focus on what I can control rather than be angry about things I cannot.”

“You’re an old soul,” I smirk, reaching for her hand. “For being nineteen, you share a lot of wisdom.”

She smiles and takes my hand in both of hers. "My grandmother used to say that wisdom isn't knowing all the answers—it's knowing which questions to ask."

The house grows quiet around us. Kate's typing softly at her laptop, managing the financial details that will make our plan possible. Upstairs, I hear Ashley's gentle voice reading to Jack, settling him for his nap.

"I love how everyone has fit into their role in this," I tell Nidhi. “Ashley takes care of Jack and keeps us fed, Kate manages the details, and Liz keeps us all sane."

"And you're leading,” she adds. "Learning to trust instead of trying to control everything.”

"What about you? What's your role?"

Nidhi considers this, her thumb tracing circles on my palm. “I don’t know… I want to believe we can do good—even when it seems impossible. My culture teaches that no soul is beyond healing if they choose that path.”

I lean back in my chair, feeling some tension release from my shoulders. "Friday feels simultaneously too soon and not soon enough."

"You’ll be ready," she says with quiet confidence. "We’ll all be ready.”

Kate looks up from her laptop. "The house closing is confirmed for Wednesday at 2 p.m. I'll handle all the paperwork remotely—Ashley's parents don't need to know who's buying it."

"Perfect," I say, appreciating how smoothly she's managed everything. "What about furnishing it?"

"Basic rental furniture arrives Thursday morning. Nothing fancy, but it’s functional: a bed, table, chairs, and couch—enough for someone to live simply while they figure out their next steps. We’re not filling up every room. One bedroom, a table and chairs for the kitchen, a couch and a lamp for the living room. We’ll install locks and use the rooms she doesn’t occupy for storage. Visible locks will serve as a reminder that it’s not her house. I think that aligns with our objectives.”

Nidhi squeezes my hand. "Simple living is part of the process anyway."

The pieces are falling into place, and I again consider that what we’re doing may be by fate. “By Friday, we'll have everything ready—the house, the service opportunity, and the process we expect Naomi to follow. Whether she chooses to walk through the door we're opening is entirely up to her.”

"I should check on Ashley and Jack," I say, standing but reluctant to break the peaceful moment with Nidhi.

"Go.” She smiles. “I want to tell my mother about talking to Pandit Sharma."

I head upstairs, following Ashley's voice to Jack's room. I find her sitting in the rocking chair beside his crib, reading quietly from a picture book while he sleeps. She looks up when I appear in the doorway, putting a finger to her lips.

I approach quietly, leaning down to kiss the top of her head. She tilts her face for a proper kiss, which I gladly provide. She carefully rises and transfers him into his crib, and he settles easily on the mattress as she covers him with his blanket.

"He went down easy," she whispers, waving toward the door. "I think the routine we’ve kept since Naomi left in a huff is helping, just like Dr. Martinez says.”

Glancing back at my sleeping son as we leave his room, I feel a surge of protective determination. Whatever happens with Naomi, Jack will have stability. He'll have people who put him first, notice when he needs help, and create the consistency he requires to heal and grow.

"You're amazing with him," I tell Ashley, meaning every word.

She blushes slightly. "I just pay attention. It's not that complicated."

But it is that simple, and that's what makes it profound. Ashley pays attention, is present, and puts his needs first. Everything Naomi struggled to do, Ashley does naturally.

We slip out of his room together, closing the door softly behind us. In the hallway, Ashley turns to face me, her expression thoughtful.

"Matt, can I ask you something?"

"Always."

She chews her lip momentarily, the way she does when working through something complex. "When we present this—” she wrinkles her nose, “plan to Naomi on Friday… What if she says yes but doesn't mean it? What if she says what we want to hear?”

It's a question that's been nagging at me, too. "Pandit Sharma said genuine penance shows in the eyes—whether someone sees others' pain or only their own. We'll have to trust our instincts to tell the difference."

"Liz will know," Ashley says with surprising confidence. "She sees through people's bullshit better than anyone. If Naomi's faking it, Liz will call her out."

I smile, realizing she's right. For all of Liz's playfulness, she has an uncanny ability to see what’s really going on. "Good point. Between your maternal instincts, Kate's strategic thinking, Nidhi's spiritual wisdom, and Liz's bullshit detector, we've got all the bases covered."

Ashley steps closer, sliding her arms around my waist. "And you've got the hardest job of all—making the final decisions that affect Jack's future."

"We make decisions together," I correct, pulling her close. "That's what family does."

She rests her head against my chest, and I feel some of the day's tension drain away. Monday's momentum has been productive but also emotionally heavy. The pediatrician's insights about Jack's regression, Pandit Sharma's words about choosing to change being the most important, and Kate's practical arrangements all add to real progress and responsibility.

"Three more days," Ashley murmurs against my shirt.

"Three more days," I agree, kissing her crown and inhaling her scent. I hear Liz's laughter mixing with Kate's more measured voice downstairs as they share updates about their respective tasks. The sounds fill me with gratitude for this new family we've built together. Whatever Friday brings, we'll face it united.

And that makes all the difference.


5 FLOWING


Tuesday through Thursday blur together in a flurry of activity. Kate spends hours on phone calls with contractors, furniture suppliers, and Haven House staff, orchestrating details professionally. Ashley takes Jack to a playground consultation with a child development specialist, who confirms Dr. Martinez's assessment—environmental stability will help Jack's regression. Nidhi meets with other family members to ask salient questions about Prayaschitta practices. Liz alternates between keeping Jack entertained and serving as everyone's emotional barometer, ensuring no one gets too wound up in the intensity of preparation.

Wednesday's house closing went smoothly. Kate handled everything remotely, and I signed the documents as the CFO of Sunshine Content, making the company the owner of Ashley’s childhood home. We shared a bottle of sparkling cider to celebrate another milestone.

Thursday morning brings the furniture delivery—simple pieces that transform the empty house into a functional living space. A small dining table and two chairs sit under a hanging bare lightbulb beside the functional kitchen. The living room has a worn but clean sofa and a lamp. A locksmith moves through the house, adding one to each door in the single-story home, leaving the smallest room near the kitchen without a lock. Its simple furniture feels more like a dorm room than an inn, fitting its purpose according to our plan—nothing luxurious, but adequate for someone starting over.

"It is pretty stark," Liz observes as we walk through the nearly empty house. "Which, I guess, means no distractions."

Ashley runs her fingers along the kitchen counter where she may have done homework as a child. "Strange being back here. But it feels right—like the house is getting a chance at redemption too."

By Thursday evening, everything is in place. The house is ready. Haven House expects a potential volunteer on Monday, and our family reviewed and perfected the plan. We gather around the dining table for a final review session.

"Let’s do a quick round robin," I begin, looking around at each of my women. "Kate?"

"The house is fully functional. Basic utilities like water and electricity are billed to our shell. I've prepared lease documents for the shell company—month-to-month terms, reasonable rent that she can afford if she gets the Haven House position." Kate consults her notes. "Roberta at Haven House confirmed they can offer unpaid volunteer work starting Monday. There is potential for a paid position if she shows commitment and competence."

"Ashley, Jack's situation?"

“I think Dr. M. is right. Stability seems to be working. Jack is talking a little more and trying to walk first instead of sitting, then crawling.” Ashley's maternal confidence grew stronger as the week went on. "I've scheduled a follow-up appointment for six weeks.”

"Nidhi?"

"So, I talked to some of my family who know about Hindu things like Prayaschitta. They all said the same things." She counts on her fingers. "First, she’s gotta change something about herself to remind her of a new direction. Second, she needs to help other people who got screwed over the same way. And third, she’s gotta feel bad about what she did, not just pretend."

She pauses, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "All of them agree, like, you can't fake your way through this stuff. It will be clear if she truly wants to change.”

"And Liz?"

"I've been watching you guys while you did all this research." She bounces Jack on her knee, making him giggle, then hands him off to Ashley when she reaches for him. "But mostly I've been thinking about Naomi and how she's gonna try to bullshit us. It’s who she is; she can’t help it. She's been manipulating Matt forever, so we gotta watch out for that."

I nod, appreciating how each woman has prepared for tomorrow in her own way. "So we're ready. I’ll confront Naomi when she arrives. Then we’ll run her through the circumstances, narrowing her options until she agrees. I don’t expect it to be easy. If she agrees, it’s got to be genuine and voluntary. Finally, Kate will run her through the plan and get her to sign off.”

“Oh, wait, there's something else." Nidhi fiddles with her phone. “When I told my mom and those other people about us—this harem.” She winds her hand around our circle. “They asked if we were having sex. Which was super awkward, but…”

Kate raises an eyebrow. "In what context?"

"They kept asking if we're really becoming a family or if we're just horny all the time." Nidhi blushes but continues. "I know it sounds weird, but it matters for tomorrow with Naomi."

I feel a slight tension in my shoulders. "How so?"

"Well, they said Hinduism has this thing called kama, which is tied up in love and sex and desire, and it's actually supposed to be one of the good things in life. Not shameful like some religions make it." Nidhi looks around the table. "The point is, they said what we have builds our family up, makes us stronger. But what Naomi did—cheating and abandoning Jack—was selfish."

Ashley shifts Jack in her arms. "So what does this mean when we talk to Naomi tomorrow?"

"It means we're not doing anything wrong," Nidhi says, gaining confidence. "Like, the people I talked to said that sex and love can actually be spiritual if it's helping your family. But what Naomi did—just hooking up because it felt good and leaving Jack—was fucked up. I mean, they were horrified she’d just up and leave.”

Liz nods approvingly. "So basically, what we do is about love, and what she did with her pilot boy-toy was just being a selfish bitch."

"Yeah, exactly!" Nidhi grins. "My mom's friend said that's the difference—does it make your family stronger or tear everything apart?"

Ashley looks thoughtful. "So if she tries to say we're doing something wrong by all being together…”

"We can tell her she's full of shit," Liz finishes. "We take care of Jack. We take care of each other. She just ran off with some Chad.”

"Right.” Nidhi nods. "This one guy I talked to said it's not about stopping sex or whatever. It’s about whether you're doing it because you love people or just because you're horny and selfish."

Kate leans forward, her business mind engaging. "So this gives us solid ground to stand on if she tries to turn this around on us or attack our family."

"Yeah, exactly," Nidhi says, getting excited. "And it means she can't just say sorry and expect everything to be fine.” She glances at Jack, who's fallen asleep against Ashley's shoulder. "The people I talked to were impressed that we care for Jack together. They said that's what real families do—everyone helps everyone else grow."

I feel something settle in my chest—validation. "So tomorrow, we're not just giving her an ultimatum. We're offering her a real chance to understand what family means."

"If she wants it," Ashley adds quietly, adjusting Jack as he sleeps. "If she can think about anybody other than herself for once."

Liz stretches and yawns. "Well, I don't know about all this mystical stuff, but I can smell bullshit from a mile away. Tomorrow we'll find out if Naomi's for real or trying to get what she wants."

Nidhi puts her fingers to her lips, bowing her head in thought. “One more thing. After you put Jack down, let’s meet out on the patio. I want to lead us through a yoga flow to help settle our minds before Friday. Liz, I need your help setting this up.

The three girls leave, and Kate shuts down her laptop and organizes her papers into a neat pile.

"Penny for your thoughts," she whispers, noticing my quiet contemplation.

"Just thinking about how much has changed since Naomi showed up a week ago," I say quietly. "How much we've all grown."

We move to the living room hand in hand, and I settle into my chair as she slips into my lap.

"Are you nervous about tomorrow?"

"Honestly? No." The realization surprises me. "A week ago, I would have been worried and stressed. But now? We've done the work. We know what we're offering and why. The outcome is entirely up to her."

"That's very zen of you.” Ashley smiles as she joins us, kneeling beside my chair.

"I think Nidhi's been rubbing off on me."

“Or rubbing you off.” Kate laughs, and I grin.

As if summoned, Nidhi slides open the glass door and smiles at the three of us. “Okay, can you guys come outside?”

Kate shifts off my lap to stand. "Everything okay?"

"Perfect, actually. I want to try something my mom taught me when I was stressed about graduation," Nidhi says softly, moving to the center of the futon. "It's like yoga breathing, but for when you need to feel connected to people you love." Nidhi leads us through the sliding glass door onto the pool deck to the flat outdoor futon under the star-filled sky. Liz is kneeling at one corner of the futon, breathing slowly with her head bowed.

Nidhi settles cross-legged, patting the large futon around her. "Just sit however feels comfortable and breathe with me. I learned this online to relax while figuring out the cam stuff. It’s supposed to help you feel… I don't know, more centered or whatever."

We arrange ourselves around her, and she begins counting our breaths. "In for five… hold… out for five. Just focus on breathing together."

As we settle into the rhythm, she continues softly. "My mom always said touch can be healing in all facets of love. Not like, sexual necessarily, just... connected." Her voice carries uncertainty mixed with conviction. "I've been reading about this stuff, and it's supposed to help families bond."

The transition from breathing to gentle touching happens naturally—hands on shoulders, fingers tracing arms. Nidhi's guidance becomes more tentative as we move beyond her experience.

"I don't know everything about this,” she admits shyly, "but this feels right. Like we're all here together before everything changes tomorrow."

The intense feeling of closeness grows as we touch and caress each other. My cock swells more from the sensual touching and synchronous breathing than from lust. As if it’s filling with blood pumped directly from my heart. Everyone sways in similar patterns, shifting closer toward each other more. Nidhi hums, and I open my eyes, watching the serenity of her face as she continues.

“I’ve read that in tantric practice, breath connects body and spirit," Nidhi explains as she guides us into gentle stretches. "Touch becomes prayer. Pleasure becomes devotion."

The transition from her informal yoga to intimacy happens naturally, guided by breath and our connection rather than urgent need. She pairs me with Ash and Kate with Liz as we stretch and flow between the poses. The stretches become more intimate as she crawls between us, her hands guiding posture, supporting balance, and sharing weight.

Soft touches and synchronized breathing draw me toward the center of the futon, fully erect. I continue to practice emptying my mind as we shed our clothes, exposing more skin to touch and be touched by. We flow from one position to another, our bodies coiling into a shifting tangle of naked flesh. I lose track of whose hands are touching me, whose breast I’m squeezing, whose fingers trace my stiff cock.

The flow shifts as my four women breathe as one, touching me and each other, heartbeats increasing. Touches become more carnal and sensual. I lick through Kate’s drenched pussy lips, only realizing it’s her by the blonde tuft above her clit. Lips encompass the tip of my cock, then move slowly down my rigid shaft. Through it all, we moan in concert as our breathing meshes and our hearts quicken. Wild unrestrained desire wells up from within our connected bodies as we move from touching to fondling, from petting to easy intercourse in a natural flow to the beat of our hearts.

When I erupt deep inside Liz’s pussy, she cries out as she climaxes, and a ripple of release flows through all of us. Then, relaxing under the stars, our synchronized breathing drifts apart. I’m lax; my empty mind fills as I drift to sleep under the stars.


6 RECKONING


The doorbell doesn't ring. Instead, the door vibrates with three sharp, aggressive raps that echo through the house like gunshots. I glance at the clock. It’s 4:47 p.m. Thirteen minutes early, but that’s Naomi, always needing to control the timing, the setting, and the narrative.

I look through the peephole, watching her pace up and down on the porch, a crumpled paper clutched in her fist. It must be the legal summons Kate delivered through her attorney—a formal request for this meeting with specific language about "discussing Jack's developmental needs and family structure”—professional, neutral, giving nothing away about what awaits her inside our doors.

"She's here," I call softly to the girls arranged in the living room exactly as we planned. Ashley sits in the chair closest to Jack's play area, her research files in a neat stack beside her. Kate occupies the far end of the couch with her laptop open, legal documents within easy reach. Nidhi has positioned herself between the living room and the kitchen, relaxing against the wall.

Liz sits cross-legged on the floor near Jack as he plays with building blocks while keeping one eye on the front door. Jack babbles happily, oblivious to the storm about to break over our family. His innocence strengthens my resolve. This is for him and Naomi.

I take a deep breath, feeling my shoulders relax. The emotional chaos from a week ago is replaced by calm certainty, and I repeat the words I said to Kate yesterday. We've done the work. We know what we're offering and why. Whatever happens next is entirely Naomi's choice.

Another round of pounding, more insistent this time.

"Matt!" Her voice is sharp with all-too-familiar anger. "I know you're in there. We need to talk about this bullshit legal notice."

I walk to the door, my bare feet silent on the hardwood, wearing a buttoned, untucked short-sleeve shirt and faded jeans. Behind me, the girls are dressed sensibly in long skirts and blouses; their quiet support isn’t anxious or tense but unified. My hand rests on the doorknob as I center myself. I can see Naomi's silhouette through the frosted side glass, shifting restlessly, her free hand gesturing as she mutters to herself, waving the crumpled summons.

I open the door.

She's dressed for battle—sharp business suit, hair pulled back into a messy chignon, dark eyeliner with a cat’s eye, cheeks dark with rouge and colored by anger. But underneath it, I catch glimpses of the woman sleeping alone in a hotel room for a week: dark circles under her eyes, a tic in her jaw, an edginess of someone uncertain what’s happening.

"What the hell is this?" She thrusts the legal document toward my face. "Developmental assessments? Family structure evaluation? Are you trying to take Jack away from me completely?"

"Come inside, Naomi." My voice is steady, calm. "We have a lot to discuss."

"I'm not going anywhere until you explain—" She stops mid-sentence, her gaze shifting past me to the living room. Her eyes widen as she takes in the scene: my four women arranged purposefully, Jack playing contentedly in the center, research materials and legal documents visible on every surface. "This is an ambush." Her voice drops to a dangerous whisper, eyes sharpening into a glare. "You set me up."

“No.” I step back, gesturing for her to enter. "This is accountability. There's a difference."

She hesitates on the threshold, her fight-or-flight instincts warring for control. I can see her calculating—storm off and maintain her righteous anger, or step inside and face whatever we've prepared—as the crumpled summons crinkles in her tightening fist.

"Jack," I call softly without taking my eyes off her. "Look who's here."

I glance back to see our son glance up from his blocks, see Naomi, and immediately look away. His toys are more important and safer than his angry mother. The dismissal is devastating in its innocence. Naomi’s armor cracks—faintly, but I see it.

"He doesn't even…” she whispers, then catches herself, straightening her spine. "You've turned him against me. Poisoned him."

"We've protected him.” Ashley steps between Naomi and Jack, holding her hands neutrally in front of her. She’s not aggressive, but she’s clearly acting as a shield. "We've given him stability while you figured out what you wanted."

Naomi's eyes flash between Ashley and me, her jaw tightening. "Don't you dare lecture me about my son. You're just the babysitter who⁠—"

"Stayed. Ashley was here." Kate's voice cuts through Naomi's building tirade as she shuts her laptop and sets it aside. "Every day. Every night. Every fever, every milestone, every moment you chose to be somewhere else. Ashley stayed.”

The room goes quiet except for Jack's soft babbling as he stacks blocks with Liz. Naomi's gaze sweeps across each woman, taking in their unified stance and calm confidence. The desperate edge in her expression sharpens.

"So this is how it's going to be? All of you against me?" She steps fully into the house, letting the door close behind her with a soft click. "Jack’s mother against the four whores who seduced his father. Fine. Let's get this over with."

I gesture toward the couch, without raising my voice. Her hysterics have lost their power. "Sit down, Naomi. Please."

She remains standing, the crumpled summons still clutched in her fist. "I'll stand, thanks. Makes it easier to leave when you're done with whatever this bullshit is."

Liz gets up from where she's playing with Jack and stands between Naomi and my son, her voice gentle. "You know, running away is kind of your thing. Maybe try staying for once?"

Naomi's head snaps toward Liz, anger flaring. "Excuse me?"

"You heard me." Liz doesn't flinch, doesn't raise her voice. "When things get hard, you bail. Marriage gets tough? You cheat. Motherhood gets overwhelming? You dump Jack on Matt. Boyfriend gets tired of your drama? You show up here, expecting us to fix it."

"You don't know anything about⁠—"

"I know Jack calls Ashley 'Mama' now," Liz continues, her tone matter-of-fact rather than cruel. "I know he stopped asking where you are. I know he sleeps through the night now that he's not waiting for you to disappear again."

The words hit Naomi like physical blows. Her face goes pale, then flushes red. "That's not... I never meant…”

"Sit down, Naomi,” I say again, my voice still gentle but firm.

Before she moves, Nidhi pushes off the wall and walks toward Naomi. “Did you know he’s walking now? He did it this morning—pulled up on the table, saw Ashley, let go, and walked right at her. He was babbling ‘mamamama’ all the way.”

Before the boxing match bell rings, my four lovers land devastating body blows, and Naomi's mask of anger falls apart. 

“You’re making that up,” she whispers, eyes widening and wondering if it’s true.

Blowing out a slow breath of frustration, I turn and pick up Jack, holding him at my hip. “Let’s test it,” I say, changing places with Ashley so she stands beside Naomi on either side of the entryway. Naomi's face pales at my confidence. I lower him to stand. “Jack, walk to Mama.”

He looks up at me, leaning above him, and grins, his baby teeth flashing in the light. Without pointing, I slowly repeat myself. “Walk to Mama, Jack.”

He looks down, then up, noticing Naomi for the first time. He pauses, pans to smile at Ashley, and wobbles toward Ashley, babbling “Mamamama.”

“Hey, baby,” Ashley crouches and opens her arms, and Jack leans into her, hugging her tight. He turns to Naomi, then points one chubby finger at her, turning to Ashley. “Ooo iz?”

Naomi stares at Jack, pointing at her like she's a stranger in his own home, which, I realize, is precisely what she is.

"Ooo iz?" Jack repeats, his innocent question hanging in the air like an indictment.

Ashley smooths his hair gently. "That's Naomi, sweetheart. Remember?”

Jack studies Naomi for a long moment, then shakes his head and buries his face against Ashley's shoulder. The rejection is complete, devastating, and entirely earned.

Naomi's composure finally cracks. She leaves the entry, walks into the living room, and sinks on the couch. The crumpled legal summons falls to the floor as her hands shake. “H-he doesn't know me?”

I move closer and crouch to Naomi’s eye level; the brutal truth in her reaction moves me, but my resolve holds.

"No," I say simply. "He doesn't." Her eyes well up and tears line her lower lashes, about to fall as I continue. “And that’s a blessing. He won’t remember that his mother abandoned him.”

The dam breaks, and she weeps, wrapping her arms around herself, because no one here will embrace her.

I move to my chair, sitting as the five of us look at each other. This isn’t a victory; it’s devastating. I have to swallow the lump in my throat as my ex-wife sobs uncontrollably, sitting between Kate and Nidhi, whom she barely knows. Everyone is bravely holding back their tears as we let her fall apart.

Watching her cry. Jack picks up a toy truck and toddles toward her, holding it out. “Fruck. Nahmi. Fruck.”

She manages to stop sobbing, then looks at me, bewildered. “What did he say?”

“He wants you to have his truck,” Liz says, and reaches for him. “Come sit with me, buddy. You’re safe.”

Naomi looks up, panning around the house like she’s never been here. She focuses on me. “What have I done?” Her face crumbles, and she looks at me aghast as she realizes the truth.

“You left,” I repeat the two-word sentence from a week ago. “I’m sorry, that’s hard to hear. But it’s true. The good news is, we want to help. But it’s not going to be easy. You gotta earn back his trust if he is ever going to know you.”

“What, Matt? What can I do?” Naomi’s eyes stare at mine, tears streaming down her cheek. Her expression is a mix. There’s defeat, but perhaps with a glimmer of hope.

“That’s why we’re here. We have a plan.” I wave to Kate, and she stands up, brushes down her leather skirt, and faces Naomi. “We’re giving you a chance, Naomi.” She points to the stack of documents. “You mess this up, we have every legal reason to sue for sole custody. You’ve seen the truth; your son doesn’t know you. But we want him to. We believe you belong in his life. Do you?”

Naomi’s look of defeat is utter ruin. “I-I don’t know…” she says through a gasp.

She looks at me, then the other three, all sitting calmly. Silence echoes in the room before she look up at Kate, struggling to find her resolve. “Yes, I do. I want to. What do I need to do?”

Kate offers her hand, and Naomi reaches for it. Helping her stand, she nods at Nidhi, who collects Kate’s laptop and papers. “I have some papers for you to read. You’ll need to sign a legally binding contract before we take the next step. We don’t trust you.”


7 THE PLAN


Kate leads Naomi to the kitchen table, her poise and attitude pure girlboss power, a sharp contrast to Naomi’s slumped posture and confused expression. Nidhi places her laptop and the stack of legal documents between my chair at the head of the table and Kate’s seat to my right. ThenNidhi waves Naomi over, pulling out her chair.  “Naomi, sit here beside Kate. She’s going to walk you through everything, step by step.”

Naomi wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, mascara smearing across her cheek. She looks fragile and small as she moves to the table; the armor she wore when she arrived is gone. Her hands shake as Ashley and Nidhi sit across from her, poised and calm. Liz leans against the wall of the kitchen, observing Jack play. I lower into my seat and cross one leg over my knee.

Our calm confidence is a sharp contrast to Naomi’s bedraggled appearance. Her face is a splotchy mess of mascara, foundation, tears, and snot. Her once classy chignon is askew. She pulls it apart, and her dark brunette tresses tumble over her shoulders. Her shirt is crumpled, and she tries to smooth it and her wild hair simultaneously.

Kate is driving the show. My role is to be present, so I can tune into each of my lovers as she settles beside me.  She takes two folders off the top of the stack, hands one to Naomi, and sets the other in front of her.

“If you open the folder, the table of contents is at the top. It’s for reference after you’ve signed. Turn to page two.”

Kate’s composed tone and professional facade sharply contrast Naomi’s disheveled appearance. I almost feel sorry for her. I’m glad we spent a week building our plan. Otherwise, I may have surrendered in the face of her raw emotion. But I know I’ve got to stay firm. Nothing good will happen if I become a doormat.

Armed with facts, truth, and experience, I see through Naomi’s manipulations for what they are: armor. Her entire life, she’s hidden behind her ability to twist things into something that she thought would benefit her. But underneath, she’s just a fearful, immature girl.

The five of us have worked to frame the concept of Prayaschitta into a plan Naomi will understand. Kate secured Ahshley’s childhood home, not only with real estate and funding but also by cleaning it and acquiring simple furniture to shelter the woman sitting defeated beside her.

For the last few days, Liz focused her attention on Jack while the rest of us huddled around this table, hashing out the finer points of our plan. It’s paid off. Jack is engaged and interested in learning from my little spitfire girlfriend, and her joy in caring for him has produced a beneficial cycle. He’s vocalizing more, moving more, and genuinely happy.

I tune back into the conversation as Kate gets into the details.

“We’ve contracted with a company to lease Ashley’s parents’ house next door. They recently sold it, and I contracted the property management company.”

“Next door?” Naomi asks, glancing at Ashley. “In her old home?”

“My old bedroom, actually.” Ashley’s impassive stare locks onto Naomi, but she says nothing else.

“Sign the lease at the bottom of page twelve. Next to the tape arrows.”

Naomi flips through the pages, points at the arrow, initials by the boxes, and signs at the bottom. “It’s not like I have a choice. Trent spent all my money, then threw me out like yesterday’s garbage. At least I have a place to stay. And I’ll be close to Jack.”

“And we can also monitor your progress,” Liz adds, stepping toward her. “I don’t trust you, Naomi. I’ll be watching.”

Naomi wilts under Liz’s challenge and nods wordlessly.

“We want to hold you accountable to the plan. The goal is to break you out of this cycle of self-destruction,” Kate explains. “Please, turn to the next page.”

Liz walks back, glancing at me and nodding, acknowledging that she thinks Naomi’s being honest.

“It’s important that you continue to work. We’ve secured an unpaid position at a women’s shelter. You will work under the house manager, Roberta.” Kate recites from our plan in an even tone. “She will be your supervisor. You’re to do your job to the best of your ability.”

“No slacking,” Liz chirps, and I shake my head, waving my hand for her to tone it down.

“I won’t be bored, I guess,” Naomi says on a sigh, scanning the page and signing at the bottom. “It’ll be a break from serving drunken passengers always groping under my skirt.”

“I didn’t know that.” I break my silence and tilt my head. “I’m sorry.” It’s a genuine response, and I take a moment to accept how distant we were from each other. If I’d known… I stop myself. I can’t change the past.

“Wasn’t much you could’ve done.” Naomi sighs, glancing at me. “My supervisors didn’t do shit if we reported the passengers. We just learned to be agile.”

“That’s so wrong,” Liz says, her expression changing to something akin to sympathy.

“The next page is our Supervised Visitation Protocol,” Kate says, pointing to the next page. “You can read it, but here are the high points: No contact with Jack for the next seven days. Limited supervised contact is scheduled in advance if you maintain compliance and meet the goals stated.” Naomi scans the page, her jaw tightening at the restrictions to her visitation, but she signs the bottom of the page. “This is to protect Jack and keep him safe so he continues his development.”

“What?” Naomi asks. “Is there something wrong with Jack?”

“It’s enough to be concerned,” I say, finding my voice. “He was regressing, not advancing. He wasn’t talking and gave up trying to walk. Dr. Martinez said it was ’environmental regression’ and advised we stick to a routine and a stable environment. It’s helped.”

“I-I didn’t know.”

“I didn’t either, but the irregular exchanges may have had an impact.” I study her as her eyes drop, then steady on mine. “It’s why we’ve done all of this, the work we’ve done.” I wave at the folders, then the four women who support me.

“Let’s get back on track,” Kate says, pointing to a paragraph. “Matt may revise the schedule if you meet certain guidelines on the next page, including zero tolerance for drugs and alcohol. Visitors to your house must be approved by one of us, and we reserve the right to monitor their visit either personally or electronically.”

“You bugged my house?” Naomi asks incredulously.

“Our house,” Kate corrects. “You’re leasing it through a third party. This is to hold you accountable. Our goal is to restore your relationship with your son. This is what we think will be best for him and you.” Kate speaks in a soft tone but taps a thick, unopened folder in front of her. “But it’s your choice. If you want out, don’t want to try, we can start the formal custody suit.”

“Whatever,” Naomi says, with a resigned sigh, her face crumpling. “How many more pages? Let’s get on with it.”

“Next page lists your Visible Requirements,” Kate says, glancing at me as she skims the page.

“Wait. What is this? I gotta change my hair color? Surrender all my clothes and belongings?” Her face darkens in anger or maybe embarrassment.

“Your vanity was your identity,” Nidhi states dispassionately. “This will help you see what vanity is—a mask people hide behind. This plan is not punishment; it’s a penance. It’s your apology to Jack and yourself.”

“Brutal honesty,” Liz says, without hostility. “We’re going to hold you to your word. No more lies.”

Naomi stiffens, slowly tracing her manicured fingernail down the page as she reads. “This is worse than prison.”

I shake my head when Liz steps forward. This isn’t the time to argue with her; that would give her power she hasn’t earned. Liz nods at my expression and turns, returning to the living room with Jack. She kneels beside him, pulls her phone out of her back pocket, and types something before putting it away. A few seconds later, my phone buzzes. I check it under the table’s edge.

Liz:


Sorry. I had to walk away. She gets to me.




Matt:


Breathe, babe.[image: face blowing a kiss]




Kate continues to cover the following sections, outlining Financial Accountability, Psychological Evaluation, and Progress Milestones, all of which Naomi signs in silence.

“The next page is Consequences,” Kate recites, and Naomi tenses as she reads along. “Any breach of the terms of this agreement will lead to immediate termination of the agreement, loss of supervised visits, and Matt will begin legal proceedings for sole custody.”

She pauses as Naomi stares at the page, a tear glistening on her lower lash. When she talks, her voice cracks. “I don’t want to lose my baby!” Her head falls into her hands, and she weeps. “Please. I’ll do it, I promise. Just don’t take away my son!”

My jaw tenses because the melodramatic tears and promises feel forced and manipulative. It’s like she’s trying to play her last card, but our preparation gives me the answer we need.

“It’s in your hands, Naomi,” I say, speaking clearly. “Your undisciplined, willful behavior led us here. You chose to leave. You chose to cheat. You could have made different choices at any point, but you didn’t. We’re protecting Jack. We hope we’re helping you, too. That’s why we’re here.”

Nidhi hands her a tissue box, and Naomi blows her nose. Grabbing another, she wipes the tears from her eyes, which only smears her mascara more.

Kate waits for her to calm before pointing to the signature box. “Sign there.”

Naomi does, all resistance gone. She stares at the final paper as Kate reads.

“This protocol will be followed for thirty days, after the initial seven-day period. Continued progress and extensions are based on demonstrated genuine transformation; there is no guaranteed timeline for complete reconciliation, though that is the ultimate goal.”

Kate pauses and stops reading, looking at Naomi. She recites the section she spent last night memorizing.

“The initial seven-day period with no contact with Jack, followed by supervised visitations contingent on demonstrated progress during your service at Haven House, starts now.” She points to the line. “Last signature. These pages with your signatures are your bridge to restoration with your son and our family. You will earn your way back, and we will hold you accountable. Because Jack deserves to know his birth mother.”

Nidhi rises and leaves for the kitchen as Kate collects the signed papers. Naomi stares at the table and then looks at me. Her tentative smile resembles the twinkle of her old self, and I hope she’ll walk the road ahead of her. I realize I miss her, what she was before it all fell apart.

Nidhi returns with a bowl, setting it down in front of Naomi. “It’s time to start. The first step starts now. You’ll color your hair red.”


8 JOURNEY BEGINS


Naomi stares at the box of hair color as Kate replaces the pile of signed documents with the copy she read from. “These are your copies. I’ll keep the signed copies in Matt’s safe. This is all official now; the only way is forward. You understand that, right?”

Naomi nods and looks down at her feet. “I have some things at the inn. Can I go get them?”

“No, we’ll move it next door for you. Anything else?” Kate asks, her voice softer after the steady delivery of all the steps of our plan. “Do you have things still at Trent’s?”

She shakes her head. “No, I put them in a storage unit.” She rubs her forehead and sighs. “He stacked all my stuff on the lawn, and I had nowhere to put it. I had just enough on a credit card to pay for a month.”

“Okay, give me your keys to the car, storage unit, and inn. We’ll gather up your things and put them somewhere safe. Okay?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“You always have a choice, Naomi,” I interrupt. “We’ve only drawn a suggested path. You can try and make your own path if you choose. We won’t be angry. But we can’t help you if you choose a different path.”

“Right,” She grumbles. “My choice is really no choice. Got it.”

Old Matt would have tried to negotiate, fix it, and make her happy. New Matt knows her tricks won’t work on me anymore. After a beat of silence, Nidhi returns with a small duffel with a Haven House logo.

“Naomi, when you’re in the bathroom,” Kate continues in a softer tone but still with her confident authority, “I want you to look at yourself in the mirror, scrub all the makeup off your face, strip off all your clothes and jewelry, and put them in this bag.” Kate hands her a plastic bag with a discount store logo. Then she points to Nidhi. “Inside her bag is a robe you can wear to dye your hair, and a change of clothes to put on when the dying process is finished. Once ready, we’ll take you to Haven House for a tour and to meet Roberta.

Naomi looks shellshocked, her eyes downcast as she listens. She sticks out her lip then inhales before speaking. “Y-you’re taking my clothes?”

“Yes, this is for your benefit. Remember, vanity led you into making poor decisions.”

Naomi sighs, defeated, then nods. “I signed everything. I’m committed to this. I want to be in my son’s life. I’ll do what you say.”

Nidhi takes her by her shoulders and guides her down the hall past Jack’s room. I watch her go and then turn to Kate. She tilts her head to the living room. I take her hand and we walk into the living room. Liz and Ashley are kneeling on the floor, playing with Jack. I settle into my chair, and Kate sits on the sofa's edge.

“Liz, I need you to do something.” They both look up at me. “Or both of you. I can stay with Jack. I need you to take Naomi’s car, get her things from a storage unit, and clear out the room she stayed at.”

“Are we going to burn it?” Liz asks with a glint in her eyes. I snort and shake my head. Kate rolls her eyes at me. Ashley looks confused. 

“Why? Can’t Naomi take care of her own things?”

Kate shakes her head. “No, she will have a hectic and emotional night. This will be a small act of mercy.” Kate nods in the direction of Ash’s old house. “We can move her things into one of the locked rooms. She’ll have to earn access to that as part of her process.”

“Wow, harsh,” Liz says.

“You wanted to burn it all a second ago,” I snap, my nerves on edge from the tension of the intervention.

“Well, that was obviously a joke.” Liz grins. “I’m the funny one, the mood lightener, the fun harem mom.”

It works, and I shake my head and laugh. letting the tension lift from my shoulders.

“Okay,” Ashley says, standing.  “We’ll do it.”

Kate hands her the keys and picks up her phone. “I’ll text you both the address. Use GPS for the directions.”

Liz picks up Jack, handing him to me as she kisses his head. “I’m going to refrain from calling you a boomer, Kate. It’s been a long day, and you’ve forgotten that Ash and I used GPS for directions to walk to middle school.”

Kate snorts. “Be careful. Both of you.”

Jack twists and watches them leave, then faces me and says, “Dadada,” and I smile. He laughs and points at Kate. “Kateeh?”

“That’s me, buddy.” Kate smiles.

I turn on the TV and put on a streaming cartoon that Jack enjoys—a blue dog from down under. Kate turns and puts her feet up, tilting her head back and closing her eyes. I recline and watch the show as Jack plays with my fingers until he stares at the TV and curls into my chest.

After his breathing steadies, I carefully pick him up and take him to his room. When I return, I swing by the kitchen and make two sandwiches, which I bring back as I sit beside Kate. “Hey,” I say softly. “I made you a sandwich.”

Her eyes snap open, and she sits up, snatching the PB&J off a plate and taking a huge bite. “Gah uhm sooh hunnry”

I chuckle and start eating my sandwich. It’s going to have to pass for dinner. The protocol says that Naomi needs to stay the night at the Haven House, and they will deliver her by bus back to her house next door after her first day of work. It’s a roundabout journey, but more symbolic. She’s no longer in the family and is working her way back. 

We hear footsteps and finish our sandwiches, standing up as Nidhi leads Naomi back to the living room. Her hair is a bright, vibrant red that’s impossible to miss. Her thick hair is wet and sticking out, and she sighs. “I feel like a troll.”

She’s wearing a set of gray uniform coveralls with the Haven House logo, ankle socks, and red Crocs on her feet. Her hair matches her shoes, which I think Kate planned.

“Okay, Red,” Kate says, impassively. “Ready to go to Haven House?”

“My name is Naomi,” she says, but nods to answer the question.

“Nope, I’m calling you Red from now on,” Kate says in a voice that isn’t taunting but compassionate. “It will help you remember why you're doing this. Like your new hair color. It’s a symbol that you're changing.”

“Red’s a color, not a name.” She tries to muster her reserves to argue, but deflates when Kate crosses her arms. “Fine. Whatever. Can we go?”

"Actually, Red works perfectly," Nidhi says, stepping beside Kate. "In Hindu tradition, red symbolizes purity and new beginnings. It's the color of transformation."

Red—I find myself already thinking of her by that name—looks between them with exhausted resignation. "Whatever. Let's get this over with."

Kate stands and smooths her skirt. "I'll drive. Matt, you should stay here with Jack."

I nod, appreciating how she's managing every detail. "Text me when you're heading back."

Red pauses and looks back at me as they move toward the door. Her new red hair catches the light momentarily, and I see something I haven't seen in years—vulnerability without manipulation.

"Matt," she says. "I know I fucked up. I know I deserve… all of this. But thank you. For not just writing me off completely."

The words hit me unexpectedly. Not because they're particularly profound, but because they sound genuine—the first sincere thing she's said since walking through that door. Since she said it wasn’t working anymore and left.

"Don't thank me yet," I tell her. "Thank me in thirty days if you've actually changed."

She nods, understanding the weight of what lies ahead. “Thirty days."

Kate opens the front door, and the three women walk out the door and into the evening air. I watch through the window as they climb into Kate's car—Red in the back seat like a passenger being transported rather than a family member going for a ride.


9 TURN THE PAGE


After Kate’s car drives off, the house falls quiet except for the distant sound of Jack's white noise machine. I sink back into my chair, suddenly exhausted. The adrenaline that carried me through the confrontation drains away, leaving me empty.

My phone buzzes.

Ash:


Got everything from storage. Holy shit, she has a lot of expensive clothes. Liz wants to know if we can have a fashion show later.




Despite everything, I smile. Trust Liz to find levity in the situation.

Matt:


Focus. Be safe. Love you both.




The response comes immediately.

Love you too. Almost done.




I close my eyes and lean back, processing what just happened. Three hours ago, I was nervous about this confrontation. Now it's over, and Naomi—Red—has signed up to follow our plan that might not even work. But that's not my responsibility anymore. I've given her a path. Whether she walks it or not is entirely up to her.

God, I hope we did the right thing.

For the first time in weeks, I feel something I haven't experienced since before Jack was born: peace. Not the temporary calm of avoiding problems, but a more profound peace that comes from taking the right action regardless of outcome.

My phone rings. Kate.

"How's it going?" I answer.

"Better than expected, actually." Kate's voice carries a note of surprise. "Red's being cooperative. Asking questions about the women at the shelter and their duties. Roberta seems pleased with her attitude."

"And you? How are you holding up?"

"Tired, but good. This was the right thing to do, Matt. Whatever happens next, we’ve given her a real chance."

Through the phone, I hear Red's voice in the background, though I can't make out the words. She sounds smaller somehow; less defensive.

"How long will you be?"

"Another hour, maybe two. Roberta wants to give her the full orientation tonight so she can start fresh tomorrow morning. We'll grab dinner somewhere and head back."

"Okay. Ashley and Liz should be home soon. Jack seems like he’s down for the count. I’ll wait up for everyone."

"Matt?" Kate's voice grows softer. "You did so well today. Leading us through this… I'm proud of you."

The words warm something in my chest. "We did it together. All of us."

"Yeah," she agrees. "We did."

After we hang up, I check on Jack, but he’s sleeping peacefully in his crib. His face is relaxed, innocent, completely unaware that his world just shifted on its axis again. But this time, the shift is toward stability rather than chaos.

I hear car doors slam outside—Ashley and Liz returning. The front door opens, and their voices carry into the living room.

"—can't believe she had seventeen pairs of designer shoes," Liz says. "Who needs that many shoes?"

"Someone who was trying to fill a void with material things," Ashley replies.

I think of all the expensive junk Naomi and I bought but never used, how it was piled in the garage and spare rooms, and nod to myself. We both were.

They appear in the doorway, both looking tired but accomplished. Ashley carries a small overnight bag—probably Red's personal items that didn't fit in storage—while Liz has a mischievous grin that tells me she found something entertaining in their mission.

"How'd it go?" I ask, rising to greet them.

"Efficiently," Ashley says, setting the bag down and walking into my arms for a much-needed hug. "The storage unit was mostly clothes and shoes. Expensive stuff, but…” She shrugs against my chest. "Empty. Like she was trying to buy an identity instead of building one."

I sigh as as kiss the crown of her head, as her words hit me like a sharp shiv between my ribs. How many times did I buy an expensive gift for her to make up for my emotional absence? I squeeze Ashley, then release her, lowering back into my chair.

Liz flops onto the couch dramatically. "I counted fourteen handbags that cost more than my car. Well, before I donated it. Matt, this woman spent more on accessories than most people spend on rent."

"What about the hotel room?" I ask, weary from the day and the pings of guilt at my inaction over the years.

"Just a suitcase of clothes and toiletries," Ashley says, sitting beside Liz and looking back at me. "She's been living out of that one bag for a week. Everything else was in storage." Her expression grows thoughtful. "It's like she's been homeless longer than we realized."

Liz sits up straighter. "Oh, and we found something interesting." She reaches into her back pocket and pulls out a small leather journal. "This was hidden in her suitcase. I wasn't snooping—it fell out when I was packing."

I take the journal, feeling its weight. It's worn but well-used, and half the pages are filled with Naomi’s handwriting. "Did you read it?"

"Just the first page," Ashley admits. "It’s… complicated. Angry, but also sad. Like she knew she was screwing up, but didn't know how to fix it."

I flip to a random page and scan a few lines:

Jack looked right through me today. Like I'm already dead to him. Maybe I am. Maybe I killed the mother he needed when I chose Trent over my family. Matt won't even fight with me anymore—he just looks disappointed. I don't know which is worse.

The raw honesty surprises me. This isn't the manipulative Naomi who showed up at our door, or even the defeated Red who just signed away her autonomy. This is someone genuinely wrestling with consequences.

"She's been journaling about us," I tell them, closing the book. "About Jack. About her choices."

"Good or bad?" Liz asks.

"Honest," I say, “which might be more important than either.”

My phone buzzes with another text.

Kate:


Orientation is over. Red asked if she could call Jack tomorrow to say goodnight. I reminded her that no contact for seven days means no contact. She didn't argue.




I show the text to Ashley and Liz. They exchange glances.

"She's actually following the rules," Ashley observes. "That’s… unexpected."

"Day one," Liz reminds us. "Let's see how she does when the novelty wears off and she realizes this isn't a game."

I pocket the journal. "We'll give it back to her. If she's genuine about changing, she'll want to keep documenting the process."

"And if she's not?" Ashley asks.

"Then we'll know that too."

The front door opens again, and Kate's voice calls out, "We're back!"

Nidhi appears first, looking emotionally drained but satisfied. Kate follows, her professional composure intact but with tired eyes.

"How did it go?" I ask as they settle into the living room.

"Roberta likes her," Kate reports. "Red asked good questions and seemed genuinely interested in the work. She'll start at five tomorrow morning—breakfast prep, orientation with the day manager, kitchen duty.”

Nidhi curls up in the corner of the couch. "She cried when we left. Not manipulative crying—just… grief. Like she's finally understanding what she lost."

"The hair color helps," Kate adds. "Sounds shallow, but seeing herself in the mirror with that bright red hair seems to be driving home that this is real. She's not the same person who stormed in here this afternoon."

I look around at my four women—tired and emotionally wrung out but united in purpose. "You all did incredible work today. I'm proud of how we handled this."

"So what happens now?" Ashley asks.

"Now we wait," I say simply. "Seven days with no contact. Red proves herself at Haven House, or she doesn't. Jack continues his normal routine with us. And we see if the woman who emerges from this process is someone worthy of being his mother.” I pause for a moment. “Tomorrow, we turn the page. We’ve ignored Sunshine Content this past week. We need to get back on track."

They nod, stretching and yawning. “Maybe after we sleep in?” Kate asks with a gleam in her eye.

“The office opens at 9 a.m.,” I say with mock seriousness. “I expect to see you all ready to work.”

They give me that laugh sound they use when I tell a dad joke, and I shake my head and follow them upstairs to our bed.


ROBERTA'S CASE NOTES


Day One - New Arrival

I've been running Haven House for twenty-three years and can spot the entitled ones from the parking lot. This new girl—Red. That’s what she wants to be called, like that scarlet hair color is some badge of honor—she stepped out of that expensive sedan like she was doing us a favor by showing up.
The red Crocs on her feet match her hair. She looked like she dunked her head in a paint bucket. Manicured nails that have never seen real work. She surveyed our facilities like she was touring a resort that didn't meet her standards. I've seen this type before—the ones who think they're different, special, that their story is somehow worse than everyone else's.
But here's what I know that she doesn't yet: that scarlet hair tells me someone cares enough about her to hold her accountable. Most women who end up here? Nobody's fighting for them anymore. Red's still got people who haven't given up on her, even if she's given up on herself.
Her man—Matt, decent enough fellow with tired eyes—he came by yesterday to meet me. He’s got that look of someone who's been burned but still has hope flickering underneath. The blonde with him, Kate, she's all business. Sharp suit, sharper tongue, and a way of laying out expectations that brooks no argument. They're not here to rescue Red but to hold her feet to the fire.
Good. Rescue doesn't work. Earning your way back does.
I watched Red flinch when she saw our communal bathroom, watched her nose wrinkle at the industrial kitchen where she'll be scrubbing pots at 5 a.m. starting tomorrow. She kept touching that red hair like it was armor, but it's a target. Every woman in here knows she's marked herself as someone seeking redemption—or at least someone who got caught and is trying to perform her way out of consequences.
"You think this is beneath you," I told her during orientation, watching her survey the room full of women folding donated clothes and preparing dinner for thirty people. "Every woman in here thought the same thing on their first day. Pride's what got most of them here in the first place."
She didn't argue, which surprised me. Most of them have excuses—why their situation is different, why they don't belong here, why the rules shouldn't apply to them. Red just stood there taking it in, and, for a moment, I saw something crack in that polished facade. Fear, maybe. Or the first hint of understanding about how far she's fallen.
Tomorrow, she starts kitchen duty—five sharp, no exceptions. Industrial dishwashing, meal prep for thirty women and children, floor mopping, trash hauling—the kind of work that strips away everything fake and leaves you with who you really are underneath.
Some women find themselves in that exhaustion. Others find more excuses.
We'll see which one Red turns out to be.



10 THRIVING


The journal sits on my kitchen counter like an accusation. Red leather binding, her initials embossed in gold—a gift from me when I thought expensive gestures could fix what was breaking between us. Liz found it in Red’s suitcase last night. I read a page, before closing it and wrapping a rubber band from a kitchen drawer around it. 

"You're returning it?" Kate asks, watching me slide the journal into a manila envelope.

"It's hers. Private thoughts should stay private." I seal the envelope and write Red across the front. "If she's changing, it’s gotta be genuine, not performed for an audience."

Ashley looks up from feeding Jack his breakfast, a small smile playing at her lips. "That's very mature of you."

"I'm learning." I kiss the top of her head, breathing in the scent of her shampoo. "Growth, right?"

The drive to Haven House takes fifteen minutes through morning traffic. I find Red in the industrial kitchen, her scarlet hair hidden under a hairnet, hands deep in the soapy dishwasher. The transformation from yesterday's polished appearance to this morning's exhausted reality is stark.

"You forgot this," I say simply, holding out the envelope.

She turns, her hands dripping dishwater as she stares at the sealed envelope. She takes it, pauses like she fears what might be inside, then tears it open. Surprise flickers across her face as she recognizes her journal.

"You didn’t…” she starts.

"No. I didn't read it. Whatever you're working through, it's yours to work through. Private thoughts should stay private."

Something shifts in her expression—gratitude mixed with confusion, as if she's forgotten what respect looks like.

"Thank you," she whispers.

I nod and turn to leave, but her voice stops me.

"Matt? How is he? Jack?"

"Thriving," I say without turning around. "He's absolutely thriving.”

[image: ]


The family meeting starts organically, the way our best decisions always do. We're lounging in the pool after lunch, bobbing on inflatable toys. Jack is napping safely in his room when I float the idea that's been building in my mind for a while, before the ordeal with Red.

"What if we went live?" I ask, adjusting my position on my floating lounger. "Not just scheduled content, but actual life streaming."

Kate slides her sunglasses up her forehead as she drifts closer on her pink flamingo ring. "Define 'life streaming.'"

"Twenty-four-seven access. Kitchen cam, living room, pool area, the loft studio. Subscribers can watch us live our lives, not just perform scenes." I gesture around our space. "What we have is real. What if we showed the world what authentic polyamorous love actually looks like?"

Liz nearly chokes on her iced tea, putting her bottle in the cup holder of her racecar raft. "You want cameras watching us all the time?"

"With privacy controls," I clarify quickly. "Bedroom cameras go dark when we want them to. Family meetings can be private. But the day-to-day stuff—cooking together, playing with Jack, business discussions, even some of our intimate moments—what if people could see that this isn't just fantasy, it's a real family?"

Kate drops her hand into the pool and paddles closer, tilting her head. “If I recall, the market research supports it. Authentic content is better received than scripted material. Our subscriber engagement is highest during the behind-the-scenes glimpses."

"Plus," Nidhi adds thoughtfully from her floating monkey ring, "we're already living this way. We're not performing our relationships—we’re sharing them."

Kate looks thoughtful. “If we do this, we’d need multiple camera angles, streaming servers, content moderation systems…” She pauses, eyes lighting up. "But the revenue potential might be a gold mine: premium subscriptions, live interaction features, exclusive content tiers."

"What about Jack?" Ashley asks while floating in her pink donut ring, her maternal instincts focusing on protection. “We can't compromise his privacy or safety."

“You’re right,” I agree firmly. "His areas stay completely private. He’d never be alone on camera. Never be near explicit scenes. Like we already do. But imagine subscribers watching him move, hearing him say new words, seeing how a loving polyamorous family actually raises a child. Not sexualized—just real family life."

Liz sits up straighter. "Holy shit, we'd be pioneers. Has anyone done authentic poly family streaming before?"

"Not at this level," Nidhi says, then pauses. “I mean. There's role-play content, but nothing about real poly family dynamics."

“Huh, it’s sort of a cool idea,” Ashley adds, shifting her focus from protecting Jack to business. “We're already creating stories based on our relationships. This expands the scope, is more genuine, and doesn’t require script writing or storyboards.”

Nidhi leans into the huddle, her monkey bumping against Ash’s donut, her expression thoughtful. “Also, there's something powerful about living without shame, showing the world that love multiplies rather than divides. We could help normalize healthy non-monogamy."

"But are we ready for that level of scrutiny?" I ask, playing devil's advocate with my own idea. "Comments, criticism, people judging every decision we make?"

Kate smiles confidently. "Let them judge. Our subscriber base is already invested in our success. And controversy drives engagement, which drives revenue."

"Plus," Liz adds with a grin, "I love the idea of trolls watching us be genuinely happy and not being able to do anything about it except pay us for the privilege."

Ashley laughs. "That's surprisingly philosophical of you."

"I contain multitudes," Liz replies, striking a dramatic pose that almost capsizes her race car.

I float in the center of our circle, looking at each of my women. "So we're really considering this? Full transparency, twenty-four-seven access to our family life?"

"With appropriate boundaries," Ashley emphasizes. "Jack's privacy is non-negotiable."

"And we maintain editorial control," Kate adds. "Premium subscribers get more access, but we decide what that looks like."

“We gotta stay authentic," Nidhi insists. "The moment this becomes performance instead of sharing, we lose what makes it special."

"So what would be our first live stream?" I ask, the excitement building in my chest.

Liz's eyes light up with mischief. "Well, we've got all this new outdoor furniture that hasn't been properly christened yet…”

"Liz!" Ashley protests, but she's laughing.

"What? I'm just saying, if we're going to show the world what authentic poly intimacy looks like, we might as well start with something memorable."

Kate laughs, pulling her sunglasses back over her eyes. "I love it. But first, we need infrastructure. Give Nidhi and me forty-eight hours to work through what we need.”

“I can help with the marketing,” Ashley volunteers. “Drop into the chatroom to see what our subscribers think.”

“I want to go back over what we learned,” Nidhi offers. “We should ensure we're approaching this mindfully, not just capitalizing on our relationships or the money. I think we can do well if we focus.”

"And I'll handle quality control.” Liz grins. "Making sure we look good while being authentic."

I feel a surge of pride watching them take ownership of different aspects of our shared vision. "This feels right. Scary as hell, but right."

"The best decisions usually do," Kate observes.

A soft cry from the baby monitor draws Ashley's attention. "Jack's up from his nap. Perfect timing, my fingers are getting pruney.”

As she heads inside to get him, I float back and survey our space with new eyes. In forty-eight hours, this could all be live, streaming to thousands of subscribers who want to see what authentic polyamorous love looks like.

"No pressure," I mutter to myself.

"Hey.” Nidhi paddles closer on her unicorn. "We've got this. We're not performing anything—we're just sharing what we've already built."

She's right. We're not creating something artificial for the cameras. We're simply opening our real life to people who want to see that this kind of love is possible.

The thought should terrify me. Instead, it fills me with something I haven't felt in years: pride. Pride in what we've built together, the family we've become, and the love we share without shame or apology.

Let the world watch. We have nothing to hide.


RED'S DIARY


My hands are shaking as I write this. Twelve hours. Twelve hours of work the first day. I kept my head down and worked in their kitchen, scrubbing pots, mopping floors, and whatever else Roberta threw at me. I got to the end of the day. There’s nothing to do in the house, so maybe dumping my experience into this… Matt returned it today—my diary.
He said he didn’t read it. I believe him, which surprises me. He was so disconnected before I left that I didn’t think he cared. He was a different man yesterday. Calmer, patient, didn’t let frustration pull him into a shouting match. This new Matt just returned this book like my privacy mattered to him. Said that Jack was thriving.
I’m not thriving, that’s for damn sure. But work isn’t the hardest part; it’s overhearing women telling stories to each other as they fold clothes on the tables where they eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It’s the only place they have. On the far side of the tables, the children play, overseen by some of the mothers or a volunteer.
The things I overhear make my problems sound like vacation complaints.
I thought being a flight attendant would be like a series of vacations, flying to different cities. That got old quick. I’d be alone in a hotel, missing Jack and Matt, not that he was present when I was home. It seemed like Trent saw me. But he didn’t. He conned me. But I am the one who chose that bastard over my husband. Over my child.
Why am I like this?
After the bus dropped me off at my new home—her home, the babysitter who pretends to be Jack’s mother, said this was her room—it struck me that I live next door to our house. Well, Matt’s house, since I gave it away. Now he has four… what do I call them?
I’ve called them whores, true. I was hurting, and it felt like his life was a party. But when my son, my lovely boy, looked at me like he didn’t know me, didn’t want to know me—something snapped. I saw her and the others differently. They’re protecting my son… from me. It’s good that I was blind to the consequences, but to shield Jack from his mother? That… It broke me, seeing them put him first.
They care for Jack and Matt, but I still don’t know what to call them.
Hearing them in the backyard near the pool: Jack’s laughter, Ashley’s voice reading my baby a story, and the sound of them enjoying dinner on the pool deck. They're happy—really happy—without me.
Earlier, in the kitchen, Maria, one of the women at Haven House, asked why I was crying over the sink. I told her it was the steam, but we both knew better. How do you explain that you're mourning something you threw away yourself?
They sound like a real family over there. The kind I thought we had but never actually built. I was always waiting for Matt to notice me, for Jack to need me less, for something outside myself to make me feel worthy. They just... love each other, I guess. Maybe I don’t know what love is?
Tomorrow starts at 5 a.m. again. Roberta assigned me to the childcare department, which terrifies me. What if I'm as bad with other people's children as I was with my own? What if they see right through me like Jack did?
Brushing my teeth while looking in the mirror, the scarlet hair vividly reminds me why I’m here—Jack. I need to earn my way to Jack. This isn’t punishment—it’s my choice. My hair is a daily reminder that I'm becoming someone different. This is my path, and I have no idea where it leads. It’s terrifying, but what else can I do? It’s keep going or walk away from my baby.
I guess I went down that path when I picked fucking Trent over my workaholic husband.
God, I'm tired. But it's different from the exhaustion I felt when Jack was a baby. That was resentment wearing me down. This is… honest work… whatever. My body hurts, but my mind feels clearer than it has in months.
Maybe that’s what penance means—not suffering, but clearing away everything fake until you can see what's left underneath. What if there’s nothing? She called penance an apology…
Their house just went dark—time for me to sleep too. Tomorrow I'll try to be useful instead of just taking up space. Baby steps.
Good night, Jack. I love you.
- Red



ROBERTA'S CASE NOTE


Red made it through seven days. The first day broke her down. I could tell when she was talking to Maria as she washed dishes. She rallied and kept at it all the way through. As she left, she clutched that journal Mr. Lewis gave her like it were precious. Maybe I should have kept it, but I didn’t. Let’s see what happens.
Red cycled through all the departments this week—kitchen, laundry, house cleaning, yard work, and childcare. Childcare was her second day, and that’s where she saw it. What she’s missing, what she walked away from. She saw the innocence of children in a strange place, their mothers trying to climb out of the pit they’d dug for themselves. The kids arrive here already at risk, but we try to love them where they are, both mothers and their children.
Red’s face changed when she realized it. Peggy, that sweet redhead with the braids, asked her where her kid was. Red’s fake smile crumpled—just for a moment—I saw it. Something hit the mark. Good, she needed to have the scales fall off.
She worked hard in all the departments—not well, not efficiently, barely productive, but hard. Kitchen duty, laundry, and house cleaning probably matched her skillset. I heard her tell Veronica, the dishwater blonde with the vacant eyes, that she was a flight attendant. Not like she was proud of it. I think Red’s pride is cracking. Good. It needs to. She needs to hit bottom before we can help her rebuild.
The day Peggy asked Red about her kid walloped her. Red’s a mother, but she has no clue how to connect with a child. She looks around at the kids, from the one in diapers to the kindergartners, like they’re aliens. How did she care for Jack during her week of custody? Poor kid. Matt was right to step in. She needs to learn so much—about herself, mostly—before she can begin to work with others.
Her first week was a start, a small step down a rocky path.
Later that same day, with little Maria, only three months old, I saw how Red flinched when that baby reached for her face. Most of our women melt when these kids show them unconditional love, but Red? She looked terrified, like she'd forgotten to be gentle with something innocent.
I let her deal with it. Her partner, Monique, has the childcare department wired. Red didn’t need to help, but I think her rotation helped her by hurting her.
One morning, Red came in, head down, and walked straight to the bathroom. It’s the only place truly private. Twenty minutes later, red-eyed, her face and cheeks rubbed almost as rosy as her hair, she came out. It wasn’t a performance or manipulation; those are easy to spot. This was a mourning cry, like she’d seen what she’d lost and understood it was gone. Like she realized that she wasn’t Jack’s mother anymore.
Progress. Real progress. We can work with that.
She came back this morning. Her red hair has grown enough to know it’s fake, like she was, or is? It’s still too soon. I saw her looking at herself in the mirror, running her finger along the line from scarlet to natural brown. She noticed me and dropped her hand, but I could tell, even after a short time, she’s not the entitled brunette who walked in here. I don’t know if she’s anything yet.
She walked straight to me. “I want to volunteer for childcare. Can I be assigned that?”
About knocked me over, but I didn’t show the shock. I nodded and said, “I’ll see what I can do.”
“It’s just. I liked working with Monique,” she said, as if her preferences mattered to me.
“I’ll let you know. Thanks for volunteering, Red.”
She’s doing housekeeping this week. I’ll let her finish this week, then slot her in with Monique. It’s the last place I thought she’d want to be, but it may be the best spot for her.
Time will tell.



11 WITNESS


We’ve been busy in the last week. We spent a day scoping out where to put the cameras. We needed to know where we would be on screen and where we weren’t visible.

“It’s a good idea,” Kate said, “After a few days, we’ll forget about them.”

She went on to say that in places where people are watched and know they are being recorded, they start with the awareness of the cameras and behave differently. Over time, though, they forget. Casinos catch dealers putting chips to the side. Department stores spot workers taking things. Even in prison, the inmates slowly relax their awareness and talk about things they shouldn’t.

“Even reality shows, where the cast is aware, the cameras fade away,” she said. “The beginning of the season, everything captured is performative; they know they’re on camera, and over time, they relax and forget. For us, it works differently; we’re aware and want to be seen. We position, install, and perform for the camera. We’re exhibitionists and our audience are voyeurs.” She paused and shrugged. “But considering which places are offscreen is still a good idea. For Jack’s safety and our accountability to him.”

Ultimately, we bought an off-the-shelf surveillance system, which we installed around the house, using six cameras. We placed two inside, one between the kitchen and the dining room, and one in the living room. Then there are three weatherproof cameras, one mounted on the side of the house, covering the pool and pool deck, and another is focused on the jacuzzi and firepit area. The last we installed at the front entry was more for security than for capturing content. The final one we mounted in the bedroom, with a kill switch for privacy.

We started the feeds a week before we went public. Nidhi wanted to test the coverage—record our current content like usual, while the feeds captured everything. “It’ll end up being promotional,” she predicted. Our feeds are live only, so if viewers see us filming, they may want the scene in 4K and edited professionally.”

None of us knew if it would work, but we were willing to experiment. So we set them up, turned them on, and went about our days. I know the cameras are there, but it’s more like being in a casino on the betting floor. It’s always on, but not distracting from gambling. I’ve discovered I enjoy being on screen; it boosts confidence and turns me on. I guess it’s like Kate said; even I’m an exhibitionist.

The last thing we did was install a closed-circuit feed—all six cameras on screen—and run it via an underground table to Red’s home. She has no television or radio. No luxuries, only necessities. “She’s watching us through her window and through the slats in the fence,” Liz observes. “If she wants to spy on us, we’ll show everything. We’ve got nothing to hide. We protect Jack, we have fun, we support each other.”

“We’re a real family,” Ashley agreed. “Maybe she’ll turn it off, but she may need to see what family looks like.”

We live by our rhythms and patterns every day. Streaming is working; subscribers are growing. It makes it easier that we don’t have to be creative. We just live.

After dinner, Liz takes Jack upstairs to play in his room before bedtime. Ashley and Nidhi laugh as they clean up the kitchen.

“Want to soak in the jacuzzi?” Kate smiles at me, tilting her head.

“Yes.” I laugh, stand, and help her up. Like I’d ever turn down time alone with her. With any of them, really.

We’ve returned to wearing swimwear most of the time. The summer heat is ending, but we live in the land of endless summer. Kate shifts out of her shorts, adjusting one of the yellow bikinis, and I pull off my shirt and set the towels I brought out on a nearby table.

We sink into the hot water, and the bubbles begin to roll. Kate must have pushed the button before she climbed in. We slide against each other, and she smiles as we kiss. Our familiar passion swells as our tongues tangle, and Kate moans when she wraps her hand around my erection.

We part and stare at each other, then I shuck my trunks off under the water, and they float behind her. She straddles me, her arms around my neck as she plays with the short hair behind my neck. We kiss again, deeper. It’s not frantic, but sensual. We’re not performing; we’re making love.

The back of my mind pings as she shifts, untying her bottoms. We’re streaming live. I take a beat to remember that Liz has Jack. By the time Kate grabs me under the surface, straddles me, and slides down my length, those thoughts evaporate. We moan together, staring, as she lifts and drops, cycling her hips until I fill her.

We kiss again, deeper, as she starts rocking. Pushing up the cups of her bikini, I grasp her breasts as we kiss. Our tongues tangle as she grinds her clit against the base of my cock. My hips lift, pushing deeper as I play with her nipples, pulling and twisting as she moans against my mouth.

The languid pace reminds me of our tantric yoga with the family, and we both focus on breathing as one. Breaking from the kiss, we stare at each other as she rises slightly, only to drop back down. The bubbling surface of the water barely makes waves. Our peaks rise with surprising urgency as Kate tosses her head back, arching away. Dipping down, I suck one of her nipples between my lips as my hands drop to her ass and pull her against my throbbing cock.

She shouts into the night, and I moan into her breast as her pussy contracts around me. That sets me off, my hips jerking as I shoot my hot seed into her. We kiss again as we slide back down from the peak, arms holding each other.

“I love you,” we say simultaneously, the words echoing in the lush garden grotto around the tub. We embrace each other, kissing until my cock softens and slips from inside her. Then we part, getting out and grabbing towels. I fish out our swimsuits, then we hold hands and walk naked back inside, heading upstairs to bed.

Later, after the other girls join us, we have another round of delight upstairs in our bed without any cameras. We focus on giving each other pleasure. After we’re wrung out, I’m lying on my back between Nidhi and Liz. Kate and Ash whisper to each other on the inflatable beside my California King. I bought this bed when Naomi was pregnant; she wanted more room than our queen-size bed. Red’s face appears in my mind. Not Naomi of the past, but Red. I hope she’s healing. For the first time, I think about her returning to this bed, not to replace but to complete our family. I chuckle to myself.

“Good night, lovers,” I say aloud, and they echo in sleepy voices. “Good night, Red.” It is barely a whisper.


RED'S DIARY


Exhaustion is my life. The first week was hard: twelve-hour days, meal breaks, observing the women in the home, seeing them with their kids. Every one of them is broken in some way, just like me. But every day, they show up for their kids. I watch them feed, bathe, comfort, and sometimes laugh with them.
Before this, I’d drive by these shelters and shake my head. I imagined drug addicts, whores, or beaten women. That they lived horribly with no hope. I was so wrong. They have all been damaged and affected by what life threw at them. But every day they make different choices, try new habits. They live, grow, cry, and comfort each other.
Yesterday, a new girl arrived—the first since I started working. I watched them, so fragile and broken. Roberta was… well, Roberta—no nonsense, gave them the hard truth they needed to hear but might not accept. And I wondered if I’m ready to handle my hard truth. Do I even know what it is?
At home, it’s quiet. There is nothing to do. No television, computer, or radio—just the walls. I spend time outside, along the fence between me and the family I deserted and walked away from. I realize it wasn’t after I signed the agreement; I’d abandoned Jack months before that. Before I even walked out on Matt, thinking fucking Trent would give me a better life.
Regrets. So many regrets.
Roberta assigned me to childcare under Monique. She sees me, I think, the person under the red hair. She told me I can’t get lost in regret; there is too much work to be done. I don’t think she meant physical work. So I try not to linger on the ever-present sadness, though sometimes it feels like I’m drowning in it.
Working with the kids helps. I’m taking this as my chance to be a mother, at least for a day, a week, or months. It’s not real motherhood; I’m not in denial about that. I walked away from being a real mother because she thought it was too hard. She. Pft. Me. Before I became Red.
And she was right—it’s hard. But glimmers of hope recharge me: a smile, a laugh, a tight, sloppy hug. The new girl has a girl a little older than Jack. “What’s your name?” she asked. I told her it was Red without a thought. “Like your hair?”
Her innocent honesty nearly broke me. It was exactly like me. My hair is my badge, my failure, which I pinned on myself. In the bathroom mirror, my brown is getting darker. I need a touch-up. I won’t fail again.
I’m Red now. Naomi… I don’t know what happened to her.
Something new showed up in my house today. A giant television screen is mounted on the wall where I can see it from the kitchen, living room, or where I eat. I flipped it on, and it was six smaller screens, all showing me how they live. It showed them living outside, on the patio, the pool, and the jacuzzi. It showed me how they eat meals, relax, and… and how they love.
Jack was playing with the sassy one, Liz. He looked so happy. On another screen, Kate and Matt were kissing in the jacuzzi. Her top was off, and he fondled her tits. I had to look away and turn it off.
“How could they do that with Jack around?” I asked myself.
But I realized Liz was watching, protecting, and loving my boy, Jack.
I made dinner while thinking about it, then ate with the television on. They must have a sensor that knows when I’m watching because Liz came to a camera.
“Hello, Red. We see you watch us through the fence and out your window. It’s like I told you, ‘I’m watching you.’ We don’t mind you watching, we think you should. Not to rub it in, or make you feel bad. We want you to see what a real family looks like.” She stopped talking, and her eyes gleamed like she was about to cry. “We want you to heal, Red. We hope this can help. If it’s not, turn it off.”
She turned and walked away, not looking back. I stayed up watching them until my eyes burned. When I caught myself dozing, I turned the TV off and went to bed.
I have something to earn. I saw it, only a glimpse, but I want it.
I have work to do.
Good night, Jack.
Red
***


Continue to the finale—Red’s Reunion
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SNEAK PEEK - RED’S REUNION

Chapter 1 - A Day in the Life

We’ve settled into a routine—not to a clock or a schedule, but a rhythm through our days. Awareness of the cameras comes and goes. Since we all enjoy being exhibitionists, knowing they’re on adds a bit of excitement to our daily lives. Ash, Liz, and Nids are taking some community college classes due to the extra time we have without writing scripts and filming scenes. Ashley is taking marketing classes, and Nids has started a series in media studies, while Liz signed up for a psychology course and is showing interest in social work.

Kate and I work on the business, and she’s helped me shift my accounting clients to a colleague looking to expand. I’m hoping the tax return I finished before I bumped into Liz is the last one as a CPA. I’m co-running a successful web media company, and that’s much more exciting than keeping up with the latest tax law. Between Kate and me, we’ll manage the financials of Sunshine Content and grow the business.

Thanks to the social media presence of Nidhi, Ashley, and Liz, our subscriber base keeps growing. The three of them aren’t full-on influencers, but they have growing followings thanks to our streaming content and the occasional special feature we publish to Sunshine Content’s portal. We’re starting to hear some buzz around other adult content creators wanting to partner with us, but that would have to be a side project. We’re just too small to be noticed or become a good partner to larger production companies. Kate’s building a network of other small content creation studios, so who knows?

Kate and I work upstairs in the office while everyone else is downstairs. Nidhi is cleaning up from breakfast, and Ashley is playing with Jack in his room. We upgraded his room to have a small television, agreeing that someone will always be with him, engaging, playing, or reading. We don’t want to make television a babysitter, but Jack does enjoy some shows. We hear footsteps climbing up the stairs.

“When’s the last time we recorded a feature?” Liz asks as she walks in and sits in one of the office chairs on this side of the loft. We still keep the studio intact, but with fewer scripted scenes and steady streaming traffic, there’s no urgency to film features.

“I think it was the one when Naomi interrupted us,” I say, realizing that I see Red as someone different than the woman I closed the door on. “Why?”

“Just curious.” Liz hums momentarily, while Kate and I glance at each other with a grin.

“You’re scheming,” I say, knowing the mischievous look on her face.

“Well, it’s just, we’ve got this studio up here, gathering dust, when we could put it to work.”

“Put it to work how?” Kate asks as we both focus on our brunette lover.

“What if we invited over guest stars?” Liz asks, leaning forward in her chair. “We could make it a simple setup, a friend coming over for a hook up or something—no script, just straight to the fun stuff.”

“Not on the streams?” Kate asks.

“Nope.” Liz shakes her head. “The guest would show up and be on the streams as we greet them, before we lead them up here.”

“I think I see where this is going,” I say, but something doesn’t sit right with me. I need to hear her out.

“Yeah, the subscribers get curious easily, right?” Liz grins. “They’ll start a buzz in the chatrooms and again after our guest leaves.”

“Okay,” Kate says, tapping her finger on her lips. “Continue.”

“We could start with local talent, girls interested in more visibility, other cam girls, or strippers. People who are already in the adult industry.”

“Make an exclusive Sunshine Content video.” Kate nods as she thinks past the technical details to the effect on our platform. “We could do a revenue split with the talent, including a license to let them publish it to their portal.”

“What does Nidhi think?” I ask because Liz and Nidhi work together on content creation.

“I’m in favor,” Nidhi says as she joins us. “I still have contacts from local camgirls, workers in the breastaurants around town, and some other girls that do shifts in the classier strip joints. Depending on their contracts, we may have to pay a small appearance fee.”

“They could waive the fee if we co-license the video,” Kate muses, and Nidhi nods. Liz’s impish smile suggests she already has someone in mind.

“What is the play, Liz, and how soon?” I ask, still feeling an uncomfortable tightening in my gut.

Liz glances at Nids, who gives her a quick nod. “I have a friend, Jasmine, who graduated with us. She’s working as a waitress at one of those booby places that cater to men. She wants to break into camgirling. We can help, at least give her a studio to film some exclusives.”
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HOME OFFICE HAREM
AGE GAP HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE


Dive into the complex world of Matt Lewis—a flawed workaholic wrestling with his demons and the intoxicating pull of taboo desire. Grasping at straws after his wife leaves him, he hires the tempting babysitter next door as his nanny while he figures out the next steps.

Home Office Harem

https://books.macklandry.com/home-office-harem


THE CANDY MAN’S HAREM
A SUGARY SWEET MFF+ HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE


Dominic Butterworth inherited the Rocky Cove Candy Company after his grandfather's death. Dom has focused on preserving his grandfather's legacy and has started trying his secret recipes. Things shift when his co-workers start looking at him differently. Can love be mixed in without destroying what he's built?

The Candy Man’s Harem

books.macklandry.com/rocky-cove-candy


CASCADE MOUNTAIN HAREM
SECOND CHANCE HAREM ROMANCE


Kurt Darby's impromptu vacation in the Cascade Mountains takes him back to growing up nearby and some old friends from high school. The years have passed, but Kurt and Amy's connection as teenagers sparked a fire between the old flames. Kurt's challenges grow when Amy's friends join them to spend a wild weekend in Amy's mountain cabin resort.

Cascade Mountain Harem

books.macklandry.com/cascade-harem


BASICS: NEURAL CONTROL NODE
NEURAL CONTROL NODE


Josh is bored with working from home and buys a gadget online, expecting a fun toy. When the gamer girl neighbor next door grabs it, everything changes instantly.

Will Josh be able to fix the damage? Will an upgrade change everything back to normal? Will he lose his soul mate?

Read this slice-of-life contemporary men's fantasy harem romance.

Basics: Neural Control Node

http://books.macklandry.com/basics


MACK LANDRY COLLECTION
DIVE INTO MORE POLY HEAT, HAREMS, AND HARD-WON LOVE BELOW


Chef’s Kiss Barbecue—A smoky slice-of-life men’s romance about a burned-out tech guy, three fierce heroines, and the Texas BBQ circuit, blending polyamorous heat with cartel danger and a hard-won found family.

Home Office Harem—My life was perfect—until my wife Naomi left, stripping everything and leaving me an overwhelmed single dad. In the wreckage, four devoted young women offered unexpected love and support, forging a devoted harem to heal my soul. Then Naomi returned, forcing us to redefine family... or lose it all.

Cascade Mountain Harem - Second-chance harem romance in the Cascades: wounded hearts reunite at a remote mountain resort, where a mystical spring forges a slow-burn harem as one guy claims a whole new life with the women who insist on sharing it. Six-book series with a spine-tingling ending.

The Candy Man’s Harem (Rocky Cove Candy Company) — Sweet, sticky, and a tad strange: divorced candy man Dominic leads his devoted young team in a quirky age-gap harem at Rocky Cove's coastal shop. They twist taffy—and taboos—into spicy-sweet bliss, unearthing echoes from his grandfather's past.

Belinda and the Beast—Standalone paranormal harem romance: Young Belinda chooses her dream-monster lover, only to lose everything. Amid grief and bisexual awakening, the beast under her bed isn't her only savior—her three devoted friends join the heat. Explicit magic forges an HEA from desire and found family.

Our Ethereal Legacy - A super spicy urban fantasy harem origin: ordinary friends awaken wild powers through trial, error, and tangled desire—binding as lovers against demons, succubi, and ethereal forces in an epic adventure of devotion.

Basics: Neural Control Node—Work-from-home retail therapy buys Josh a dead-on-arrival gadget—until his gamer-girl neighbor activates its seductive AI. She morphs into his perfect assistant for cooking, cleaning, and more, sparking a slice-of-life men's fantasy harem romance.

Explore Mack Landry’s Amazon Author page or find all his stories at his website:

https://books.macklandry.com/mack-landry-collection
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Mack Landry ignites passionate tales of lust, love, slice-of-life adventures, male-led harems, and irresistible romance.

Mack Landry’s Author Page
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Hank Dolworth pens scorching hotwife and freeuse tales brimming with sizzling sex, mind-melting orgasms, and feel-good romance.

Hank Dolworth’s Author Page
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Drake Storm crafts spicy romances packed with slow-burn tension, on-page heat, delicious angst, swoony grand gestures, and guaranteed HEAs

.Drake Storm’s Author Page
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Mack Landry crafts scorching, male-led harems where polyamory meets slice-of-life bliss and every story ends in heart-pounding happily ever afters. A former tech instructor turned romance rebel, he fuels your fantasies with ethical heat.

Explore all his titles at books.macklandry.com.

Follow on Amazon or Goodreads.
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