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She's Collecting Young Men

About the Author

Mary Parker had been collecting young men for twenty years now, and the tradition felt as natural as breathing.

At seventy, she still moved through the world with the same easy grace that had once turned heads in boardrooms and cocktail parties across three continents. She was a vision: tall and elegant, five-foot-ten in her bare feet, with skin like warm cream that never lost its glow no matter how many summers she spent in the sun.

Her hair, once fiery red, had turned to a rich salt-and-pepper that fell in soft waves to her shoulders, and every strand still caught the light with that natural shimmer it had had when she was twenty. Her eyes were a deep, luminous blue—eyes that had once made men forget their names in hotel lobbies and now made them forget everything when they looked at her.

She had the kind of body that belonged in a magazine: full, heavy breasts that strained against the thin fabric of her cotton sundress, a waist that still curved inward despite the years, hips that swayed with every step like a woman half her age, and long, toned legs that ended in bare feet she refused to cover with socks even in the woods.

The sundress was simple, pale blue, the kind that clung just enough when she walked, the hem brushing the tops of her knees, the thin straps slipping off her shoulders in a way that made young men’s throats go dry.

Every step, the fabric whispered against her thighs, and she knew exactly how it looked—her nipples faintly visible through the thin material when the breeze hit just right, her dark, puffy areolas pressing against the cotton like they were begging to be seen.

Johnny, her husband of forty-eight years, had retired from selling cars three years ago. The settlement money and the pension had bought them this quiet corner of the Appalachian Lakes, a place where the pines rose tall and straight, their trunks glistening with dew even at midday, the water so still it reflected the sky without a single ripple, the surface sparkling like polished glass.

They went every weekend. Always the same three: Johnny, Mary, and MacArthur, the golden retriever who adored the old man and ignored Mary's quiet excuses.

Today they had chosen the picnic spot by the water.

A large blanket spread on the soft grass right at the edge of the lake, the grass cool and slightly damp from the mist that rose off the water in delicate curls.

Johnny sat in a folding recliner under a striped umbrella, a can of cold beer in one hand, a glass of chilled rosé in the other.

He drank slowly at first, then two glasses turned into three, then four.

The sun was high, the water sparkling, the air warm and scented with pine and lake water—sharp, resinous, intoxicating.

By the time the first bottle was empty, he had tilted his chair back, eyes half-closed, and fallen asleep with his head resting on MacArthur's back, the dog's warm fur pressed against his cheek.

Mary watched him for a moment, smiling that small, secret smile she had perfected over decades.

Then she stood, brushed pine needles from her sundress, and walked down the narrow path that led deeper into the trees, toward the quieter side of the lake where the pines grew thick and the path curved away from the main picnic area.

The trail was soft under her bare feet, pine needles and damp moss giving way to soft earth, the air growing cooler and thicker with the scent of resin, rich soil, and something faintly sweet—perhaps wild honeysuckle or the moss clinging to the trunks like velvet.

She could still hear the lake whispering behind her, but ahead the forest swallowed the sound, leaving only the rustle of leaves and the occasional distant call of a woodpecker.

She didn’t have to look far.

He was waiting exactly where she had always imagined he would be: a tall young man in his late twenties, running alone along the lakeshore path.

She had seen him earlier, when Johnny was still awake, laughing with the few other weekenders around the fire.

Now the young man slowed, spotting her in the dappled sunlight between the trees.

His face changed—surprise, then that slow, hungry smile young men get when they realize a beautiful older woman had decided to speak to them.

The sun caught the sweat on his neck, making the lean muscles of his shoulders gleam, the thin tank top clinging to his chest like a second skin, outlining the hard ridges of his pectorals and the faint trail of dark hair disappearing beneath the fabric.

“Hi,” he said, voice low and a little breathless from the run. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt—”

“You didn’t,” Mary cut in, stepping closer. “I’m Mary. And you’re running straight into my day.”

He blinked. “Martin. I’m Martin.”

She smiled, reaching up to touch his face, feeling the warm skin, the faint shadow of stubble that scratched softly against her palm.

“Good name. Strong. I like strong names.”

Her fingers lingered a second longer than necessary, tracing the line of his jaw, feeling the faint tremor beneath his skin.

Martin's eyes flicked back toward the main clearing, as if he half expected Johnny to appear.

But Mary took his hand and gently pulled him deeper into the woods, away from the path.

“You really like running?” she asked, voice light, almost casual. They had been talking about it the week before, in passing, when he had been kind enough to help her carry her things to the car.

He nodded, stumbling a little over a root.

“Yeah. The trainer said I have good form. He asked if I wanted to compete in any local races.”

Mary stopped under a tall hemlock. The air smelled of resin and damp earth, thick and heady. She turned to him, hands on his chest, feeling the rapid thud of his heart beneath the thin fabric.

“You don’t have to compete, Martin. Not if it means you have to run alone.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean...” She brushed his hair back, letting her fingers trail down the side of his neck, feeling the pulse jump. “I saw you in the laundry room last week. Shirtless. You looked good. Strong. But I don’t think you want to be the strongest one out there. I think you want to be the one who gets to hold something softer after.”

His cheeks flushed. He opened his mouth, then closed it.

Mary continued as if they were discussing the weather.

“I think you want to be wanted. Not trained. Not pushed. Just... held.”

He swallowed. “You’re married.”

“I know.” She smiled, stepping closer so her breasts brushed lightly against his chest, the thin sundress fabric soft and warm. “So am I. And yet here we are.”

Martin looked around the clearing. The trees stood silent, watchful, their branches interlocking overhead like a living cathedral. He laughed once, short and helpless. “I’ve never done anything like this.”

“Good,” she said. “I like men who are new to this. It makes it easier to teach.”

He nodded, stumbling a little over a root.

“Yeah. The trainer said I have good form. He asked if I wanted to compete in any local races.”

Mary stopped under a tall
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