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Jared slipped the key into the lock for the first time. His key. His lock. His store.

It was a weird thought, something completely new to him. But the Gems & More Boutique was his now, and he was ready to run it, or at least do the best he could.

At 27, he’d been told he wasn’t ready to own his own business yet, but he had known the previous owner, who happened to be his neighbor, for almost a decade. When the time came for Jill to retire and get the business out of her hands, Jared felt ready to take the next step of his life.

“A man hasn’t owned this boutique in a while,” she had told him, when the two of them had sat down in her kitchen to discuss the deal. Jill was a graying woman who wore form-fitting dresses on her attractive figure, but Jared thought of her too much as a family friend to be attracted to her.

“It’s been around since the 30s,” she told him, “under different names. Two owners before me, a man named Billy ran the Gems & More—though back then it was called Hillory’s Shop.”

“I know it’s more of a feminine-market business,” Jared had started to say. 

“Don’t worry about that at all,” Jill had assured him. “I think women will like seeing a fresh, younger man running the place.”

The shop door closed behind him and brought Jared back to the present day. He got a look around the place, not for the first time, but it felt different. The light hit the walls and the displays and they both sparkled.

The store was small, but practically bursting with charm—figuratively and literally. The left wall was a sweeping display of clothing racks, starting with small, neatly-crafted hats, gloves, and charms for purses and backpacks and whatever else, before moving onto larger garments and even a few stylish jackets.

The rest of the small store was devoted to an array of jewelry, with the finest pieces under glass display counters, along with the more valuable gem pieces. Tucked into the corner near the front door was a fun display he’d curated entirely himself, a collection of card and tabletop games sprinkled with a few pop culture figurines.

Widen the market a little, Jared thought to himself.

“Okay.” He clapped his hands together, speaking to no one. “Better get ready.”

He glanced at the clock up on the wall and then laughed. The store opened at ten AM, and he had gotten here just before eight. And from the look of things around here, there wasn’t a whole lot that needed to be done. Most, if not all, of the setup and prep needed, he’d done eagerly over the past few weeks.

And now—eagerly—he’d arrived here far too early to be useful.

Lost in-between things to do, Jared hesitated. What was he going to do, sit alone in the cramped back office for two hours without even busywork to take care of?

Feeling a little foolish, Jared backed out of the store and locked the door again, catching a glimpse of himself in the glass panel. His brown hair was short, but a little shaggier than usual. He’d meant to squeeze a haircut in last week, but couldn’t make the time, and it was too early in the morning to go now. His light-red, three-buttoned shirt let the cool morning air in at his collar.

He was pretty happy with what he saw. No one else seemed to have been lately, but that wasn’t chief among his concerns, what with starting his ownership of the business. Being single would get fixed eventually, but having his first or second quarter in the black—he had only one chance at that.

Jared noticed a pair of women coming down the walk of the shopping center of the village, where his store sat among a few others on this side of the street. He almost waited for a moment, excited to get his first customers, or at least looky-loos, but shut that off as another spell of too much eagerness. The first thing they would look at would be the hours, and then they would walk away.

Instead, he decided to get some breakfast. But it just so happened that breakfast took him in the same direction from which they were coming. And something just made him take a look.

They were beautiful, something he noticed immediately, and brought the thought of being single right back into his head when he’d just succeeded in knocking it away.

The woman on the left had auburn hair, and with the rising sun behind her, it made her hair, radiant warmth. The ends of it rested right atop her breasts, which displayed plentiful cleavage between the caresses of her hair. Her blouse flowed at her midsection, showing a silver bow looped around her tight waist.

The other woman had short black hair that curved neatly around her face, giving her a look that was as severe as it was comely. Her white shirt showed no cleavage, but left a little to the imagination as to the fullness of her chest, and she wore a pair of shorts so short that Jared imagined they could double as underwear.

He imagined it right then and there, while the two women walked by him without sparing him a single look.

Imagination it is, Jared thought, and imagination it shall stay. He resisted the urge to look behind him to check the other view, and instead continued around the corner toward the deli he liked.

Samson’s Deli was busy and smelled pleasantly of toast and coffee. Jared waited in a three-deep line, then ordered a toasted everything bagel with cream cheese on the side and hazelnut coffee. It got to him hot in less than two minutes, and he was fortunate enough to find a seat at a tiny table right by the front glass. 

The tabletop was warm from the sunlight, and bore only a few crumbs of the person who had dined there before. He swept them off and sat down.

The bagel, fresh and hot, crunched in a most satisfying way. He always liked to take a bite of it alone before adding the spread. Jared sipped and chewed his breakfast and looked out the window, wondering if he would see the two women again, even though they had been walking the other direction.

It was after a few minutes that he realized this was the first time he’d thought about anything other than the business in the last couple of months. It was almost surreal, and at the same time refreshing. He looked down at the table and found his breakfast gone and his cup empty. He vaguely remembered tasting it. Yet according to the time, he had somehow been here almost forty-five minutes, hogging a table.

Jared stood quickly, the chair sliding behind him a couple feet and stopping just short of a different table. regardless of his fantasies, he definitely did not mean to have spent almost an hour here. Jared tossed his garbage away and left the deli, ready to head back to the store. with only an hour until opening time, he had suddenly thought of a whole bunch of things to do.

And he was very surprised to see the two women who had been lingering in his mind standing in front of the shop window and looking in.

Have they been here the whole time? he thought. No, no way, it’s been like an hour since I saw them. They must have seen something that caught their eye. 

At first, he was excited at the prospect of his first customers, but then he saw something that caught his eye. Two round asses just inches apart from each other, one’s assuredly creamy white cheeks hidden under form-fitting jeans, while the olive-toned rear to its right revealed teasing shapes from the bottom of the very short shorts covering most-but-not-all of it.

Then the owner of that fine ass looked up at him and he almost broke his neck trying to prove he wasn’t staring.

Jared hurried forward, hoping it wasn’t too obvious that he’d broken his gait. He stepped past the two women, clearing his throat as he made his way to the door.

“Um,” he started, powerfully. “Sorry. I mean, excuse me. We aren’t quite open yet...”

“Damn.” The olive-skinned woman gave him a knowing smile, and Jared knew damned well that he’d been caught ogling her half-exposed cheeks. “I see something in there I definitely want.”

My reflection? Jared might have said, if he were suave in any capacity.

Instead, he said, “Ah, well...since it’s kinda the grand reopening and all...” Jared finished unlocking the door and pulled it outward, holding it open for the two of them. “Please, come on in.”

“Oh, really? Awesome!” The auburn-haired woman flashed a quick smile, then followed behind her friend into the store. Jared made a point not to look at anyone’s butt and came in as well, letting the door close gently behind him.

Seeing customers in the store brought warmth to his heart. He’d seen customers in here before, of course, but that was before he technically owned the place.

Jared gave the two of them space to look around—or in the dark-haired woman’s case, to make a beeline for the item she had spotted through the window. Her eyes had lit onto a pendant resting on a black velvet bust.

Jared slipped behind the counter. “I’m glad you noticed that one. I put it out there because I knew it deserved a spot in the sunlight.”

The pendant had a blue gem on a silver chain, and the setting was ornate silver work, giving a shape to the gemstone that it didn’t truly have. It was captivating, almost demanding that whomever looked at it kept their eyes on it to understand its intricacies.

The woman laid a finger on it, running her fingertip across the gem. She swallowed, then for some reason looked up at Jared and said, “My name is Anna.”

“Jared,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

Anna looked over to her friend, clearing her throat. The blonde
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