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Chapter 1: The Estate

The attorney’s office smelled like old carpet and burnt coffee. I sat in a cracked leather chair across from a man named Pemberton who’d been practicing law in this town since before I was born. His desk was buried under manila folders. A brass nameplate read ALBERT PEMBERTON, ESQ. in letters that had lost their shine. Behind him, a window looked out onto Main Street, where exactly three cars were parked and a dog was sleeping in the middle of the road.

“Your great-uncle Harold Reeves passed away on March third,” Pemberton said, adjusting his reading glasses. “The estate enters probate this week. You are the sole beneficiary.”

I blinked. “I’m the what?”

“Sole beneficiary.” He turned a page in the folder. “Harold’s will is unusually straightforward. The entirety of his holdings, which consist of the property at 14 Ridgecrest Road and its contents, transfer to you upon acceptance.”

I hadn’t seen Harold in over a decade. The last time was a Thanksgiving at my mother’s apartment when I was eleven. He’d shown up unannounced with a bottle of wine and a handshake that nearly crushed my fingers. Tall, quiet, the kind of man who filled a doorway without trying. He smelled like pipe smoke and cedar, and he’d spent most of the evening asking me questions about school that I was too young to know the answers to. My mother called him eccentric. My father, before he disappeared to wherever deadbeat dads go, called him a hermit.

Harold had sent cards on my birthdays until I was sixteen. Each one contained a twenty-dollar bill and a single line of handwriting. Keep building. Or: The house asks about you. Or: You have good hands. Use them. I hadn’t understood what any of it meant. I’d spent the twenties on fast food and forgotten the messages.

Now the hermit had left me his house.

“There must be other family,” I said.

Pemberton shook his head. “Harold was the last of the Reeves line. Aside from you.” He slid a photograph across the desk. Aerial view, slightly yellowed, the edges curled. A massive Victorian house surrounded by trees. Two wings spreading from a central structure, a wraparound porch, grounds that stretched to the treeline. It looked like something from a period film. Something that belonged to people with money and staff and last names that meant something.

Not a twenty-two-year-old who’d been eating ramen on a mattress on the floor three days ago.

“The property is substantial,” Pemberton continued. “Fourteen bedrooms across two wings. Kitchen, living areas, a study, outbuildings. Approximately four acres of grounds including gardens and what appears to be a small greenhouse.”

“Fourteen bedrooms.”

“Yes.”

“For one person.”

Pemberton removed his glasses and polished them with his tie. He had the look of a man deciding how much to share. “Harold was eccentric but beloved by many women in the community. He hosted tenants over the years. Women, primarily. They came, they stayed for a period, and they left. The arrangement seemed to work for everyone involved.” He put the glasses back on. “That’s all I know about it, and frankly all I wish to know.”

The way he said it made the air in the office feel different. Like there was a sentence underneath his sentence that he’d decided not to speak. Women, primarily. An arrangement that worked. The words sat in the stale air of the office and refused to be simple.

“What are the financials?” I asked.

He pulled out a printed sheet. “Annual property taxes are approximately eighteen thousand dollars. The estate carries no mortgage. Harold owned it free and clear. Maintenance costs vary, but given the property’s current state of repair, you should budget for significant expenditure. The last professional inspection was in 2019. The inspector noted roof deterioration, outdated plumbing, electrical concerns in the east wing, and general deferred maintenance consistent with a single elderly occupant.”

Eighteen thousand a year. My bank account had twenty-four hundred dollars in it. I’d quit my last job at the property management company two weeks ago after my boss shorted my paycheck for the third time. Before that it was the moving company. Before that, the hardware store. I was good at showing up and lifting things and fixing what was broken. I was bad at working for people who didn’t respect the effort.

Community college had lasted a semester and a half. Not because I was stupid but because sitting in classrooms made me want to punch through the desk. My hands needed to be doing something. Building, fixing, taking apart. I’d learned more about plumbing from a YouTube channel called “This Old Drain” than I’d learned about anything in a lecture hall.

“I can decline,” I said.

“You can. The property would revert to the county. They’d auction it, likely to a developer who’d subdivide the land and demolish the house.” Pemberton closed the folder. “Harold’s instructions were simple. He asked me to tell you that the house needs someone who’ll stay. That’s the word he used. Stay.”

I thought about my apartment. A studio above a dry cleaner that smelled like chemical solvents. A mattress on the floor because I couldn’t afford a frame. A refrigerator with beer and mustard. The kitchen sink dripped and the landlord had stopped returning my calls about it three months ago. I could have fixed it myself in ten minutes but it wasn’t my building and it wasn’t my problem and nothing about that apartment was mine.

“I’ll look at it,” I said.

Pemberton nodded like he’d expected that answer. He handed me a set of keys on a thick iron ring. They were old, substantial, keys that belonged to doors with real locks. The metal was cool against my palm, and the weight of them felt like responsibility.

“Ridgecrest Road,” he said. “You can’t miss it. It’s the only house at the end.”



The drive took forty minutes. The town gave way to farmland, orderly rows of something green stretching toward the horizon. Farmland gave way to woods, thick and old, the canopy closing overhead. And the woods gave way to a long gravel driveway lined with oak trees that hadn’t been trimmed in years. Their branches formed a tunnel that blocked the late afternoon sun, dappling the cracked pavement with shifting coins of light.

The driveway was a quarter-mile long. I counted. Weeds pushed through the gaps in the gravel. Wild blackberry had claimed the shoulders, thorned canes reaching across the path like hands. I drove slow, my truck bouncing over the uneven surface, and with each yard the trees grew taller and the shade grew deeper and the world I’d driven from felt more distant.

Then the trees opened and the house was there.

It was bigger than the photograph. Bigger than what my brain had prepared for. Three stories of dark wood and Victorian architecture, two wings spreading wide from a central entrance, a porch that wrapped the entire front face. Gabled windows looked down from the third floor like half-closed eyes. The roof sagged visibly on the left side, where a section of flashing had peeled away. Paint peeled in long strips from the clapboard siding, showing older paint beneath, layers of color going back decades. The front steps had a gap where the second one should have been, the wood rotted through and fallen away.

But the bones were there. Even I could see that. The foundation was stone, set deep into the hillside, uncracked. The framing was old-growth timber, the kind they don’t make anymore, visible where the siding had pulled back. The windows were original, hand-blown glass that warped the light into soft distortions. The porch columns were turned wood, thick and decorative, holding up a roof that had sheltered this entrance for over a century.

Whatever this house had been, it had been built by people who intended it to last.

I parked and sat in the truck for a minute, engine ticking as it cooled. The property was silent except for birds. Cardinals in the oaks, a woodpecker somewhere distant, the rustle of something small in the undergrowth. No traffic. No neighbors visible. No sound of human life at all. Just the house and the trees and four acres of land that apparently belonged to me.

The keys clinked on the ring as I sorted through them. A large skeleton key, two smaller brass ones, a modern deadbolt key, and one I couldn’t identify. I found the one that fit the front door by trial and error.

The door stuck. I had to put my shoulder into it, and it groaned open like it was waking up. The entrance hall was dim, dust motes floating in the light from the transom window above the door. The air was cool and still and smelled like old wood and something sweeter underneath, like dried flowers or resin. A staircase climbed the center, splitting left and right at the landing. The banister was dark walnut, hand-carved with a scrollwork pattern, thick with dust. The floor was hardwood under a layer of grime, and I could tell even through the neglect that it was beautiful wood. Wide planks, tight grain. Better than anything in new construction. Sound timber.

I walked through the ground floor room by room, my footsteps echoing on the bare floors.

The kitchen was enormous, built for feeding a crowd. Cast-iron stove, massive and black, squatting in the corner like a piece of industrial sculpture. Deep farmhouse sink, porcelain, stained but sturdy. Counters that needed resurfacing but had good structure underneath the wear. Cabinets lining two walls, doors hanging at angles, hardware tarnished. A kitchen table of thick-cut oak, scarred with decades of knife marks and hot pans. Big windows overlooking the back garden, currently opaque with grime. The room had the potential to be the heart of a home. Right now it was a heart that had stopped.

The living room had a fireplace tall enough to stand in, flanked by built-in bookshelves that ran floor to ceiling. The mantel was carved limestone, ornate, darkened by years of smoke. The hearth was cold, ash piled thick and grey. A dead room waiting for a match. The bookshelves were half-filled with volumes that looked untouched. A couch, massive and green and covered with a dust sheet. Two armchairs. A rug that might have been Persian, rolled up against the wall.

Harold’s study was at the back of the ground floor, facing the garden. It was the only room that felt occupied. A leather armchair, the leather cracked but oiled, the cushion shaped to someone’s body. A desk, dark wood, stacked with leather-bound notebooks. Shelves lined with journals, organized by year, spines facing out, each labeled in neat hand-lettering. Newspaper clippings tucked into some of them, edges yellowed. A reading lamp with a green glass shade that probably hadn’t changed position in decades.

The room smelled like pipe tobacco and old paper. Like someone had just stepped out and would be back any minute.

I went upstairs. The staircase creaked under my weight, each step protesting like it hadn’t been used in months. The landing split into two corridors. West wing, left. East wing, right.

The west wing had seven bedrooms, most of them in rough shape but structurally sound. Wallpaper peeling in long curls, light fixtures broken or missing, bathrooms with dripping faucets and rust-stained tubs. One room had water damage on the ceiling, a brown stain spreading from the corner where the roof leak had found its way through. Another had a broken window, the glass cracked from corner to corner, held together by the frame.

But the rooms were big, with good light and solid doors and crown molding that modern construction had abandoned decades ago. The bathrooms had original tile, hexagonal and white, chipped in places but mostly intact. Some rooms had clawfoot tubs, heavy and elegant, waiting to be restored. The plumbing groaned and sputtered when I tested faucets, but water came out, which was more than I’d expected.

The east wing was different. Locked. Every door along the corridor was shut tight, and none of the keys on Harold’s ring fit them. Dust lay thick on the floor, undisturbed. No footprints, no drag marks, nothing to suggest anyone had walked this hallway in years. The air was different here too. Colder. Stiller. Whatever was behind those doors, Harold had sealed it off, and the sealing felt deliberate.

I pressed my ear to one of them and heard nothing. Just the house settling, timber flexing, the low groan of a structure that had been standing for over a century and intended to stand for another.

Back downstairs, I stood in the entrance hall and did the math. Eighteen thousand a year in taxes. Thousands more in repairs just to make the west wing livable. Plumbing, electrical, heating, roof work. My twenty-four hundred dollars would last a month if I was careful. Maybe six weeks if I ate nothing but rice and whatever I could find growing in the garden.

But the house had fourteen bedrooms. If I could get even three or four rented out at reasonable rates, the taxes were covered. If I did the repairs myself, I could keep costs low. I’d spent four years fixing other people’s properties for bosses who paid late and forgot my name. I knew how to patch drywall, replace a faucet, rewire a light switch, unclog a drain, snake a pipe, replace a toilet flapper, rehang a door. I had YouTube and stubbornness and hands that knew what to do with tools.

The house needed someone who’d stay.

I walked back to Harold’s study and sat in his chair. It fit me. The leather was worn to the shape of a body about my size, and when I leaned back, the springs gave just right. The armrests were smooth under my palms, polished by years of Harold’s hands resting in the same position. I sat where he had sat, in the room where he had lived, and I felt something settle in my chest. Not comfort, exactly. Recognition. Like the chair had been waiting and was satisfied.

I reached for one of the journals on the desk. A red leather cover, the year 1992 embossed in gold on the spine. I opened it to a random page.

Harold’s handwriting was neat, slanted slightly left, written with a fountain pen that left thick downstrokes and thin upstrokes. Old-school penmanship, precise and personal. The ink was dark blue, consistent across every page, the hand of someone who wrote daily and took the act seriously.

She arrived in October, barren for seven years. She left in February, three months along. I cannot explain it. I can only continue.

One line. No name, no details, no analysis. Just the fact of it, stripped bare. A woman arrived unable to conceive. She left carrying a child. And Harold, after however many times this had happened, had stopped trying to explain and just kept going.

I closed the journal. My hands were still on the cover, the leather warm from the lamplight.

The study was quiet. Through the window, the garden was a tangle of weeds and overgrowth, but I could see the outline of what it had been. Raised beds, their stone walls still defined under the ivy. A greenhouse with cracked glass, its iron frame dark against the fading sky. Paths that had once been maintained, now just depressions in the earth where feet had worn the grass away.

I looked around the room. Dozens of journals lined the shelves. Decades of Harold’s life, organized and cataloged with a precision that bordered on obsessive. Letters stacked in bundles, tied with string. Baby photos tucked into the journals’ pages, Polaroids and prints, some faded almost to nothing, others still sharp. A whole history I hadn’t known existed, left by a man I barely remembered, in a house I’d just inherited.

I pulled a letter from one of the bundles. The handwriting was different from Harold’s. Round and careful, the hand of someone who’d thought about every word.

Dear Harold, you gave me the one thing no doctor could. My daughter turns three next week. She has your smile, which I know you’ll deny. Thank you doesn’t cover it but I’ll say it anyway. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Love, Rachel.

I set the letter down. There were dozens more. Maybe hundreds.

My phone buzzed. A text from my mother: Did you see the lawyer? What did Harold leave you?

I typed back: A house.

Her response was immediate: Sell it.

I put the phone down and looked at the room. At the journals. At the letters. At the chair that fit me like it had been waiting.

Harold had asked me to stay. The house was falling apart. The taxes were crushing. And the mystery in these journals made my skin prickle with something I couldn’t name.

I wasn’t going anywhere.


Chapter 2: The Journals

I woke to cold.

The heating system in the Reeves Estate ran on an ancient boiler in the basement that Harold had apparently kept alive through sheer willpower and duct tape. Sometime during the night it had given up. The bedroom I’d claimed on the second floor, the one closest to the stairs, felt like a meat locker by morning. My breath fogged when I exhaled. The window was frosted at the corners even though it was spring. Old houses have their own relationship with temperature, and this one was currently hostile.

I pulled on jeans and a henley, laced my work boots, and went down to the basement.

The stairs to the basement were narrow and steep, hidden behind a door in the kitchen that I’d found the previous evening. The light was a single bare bulb on a pull chain. The basement was low-ceilinged, stone-walled, and smelled like damp earth and old iron. Pipes ran across the ceiling like the house’s circulatory system, some wrapped in ancient insulation, some bare and sweating.

The boiler was a cast-iron beast from the 1970s, squat and rust-spotted, with more gauges than a cockpit. Half the valves were corroded shut. The pilot light was dead. The gas line had a manual shutoff that someone, probably Harold, had tagged with a handwritten label: Turn to the left. Always to the left. Do not force.

I crouched in front of it with my phone propped against a pipe, a YouTube video on loop showing a guy in overalls explaining how to relight a pilot on a Burnham Series 2. The process was straightforward in theory: open the gas valve, hold the pilot button, apply flame, wait for the thermocouple to heat up, release the button, pray. In practice, the valve was stiff, the pilot button was recessed behind a panel that required a screwdriver to access, and the thermocouple was caked with corrosion.

Took me forty minutes. My hands were numb by the time the flame caught, blue and steady, and the boiler coughed to life with a sound like a giant clearing its throat. The pipes groaned. Somewhere above me, radiators began to tick and hiss. The house shuddered, once, like it was stretching after a long sleep.

Small victory. First of many.

The water heater was next. It shared a corner of the basement with the boiler, equally ancient, equally stubborn. The thermocouple had failed. Same model, different manufacturer, same era of American engineering that built things to last but not to be serviced easily. I drove to the hardware store in town.

Brickman’s Hardware occupied a brick building on the corner of Main and Elm that had been a hardware store since 1947, according to the sign. Inside, it smelled like sawdust and metal and the particular musk of a building that had never been air-conditioned. The aisles were narrow, the shelves overstocked, the fluorescent lighting yellow with age. A man behind the counter who was either sixty or eighty looked up from a crossword puzzle.

“Thermocouple for a Bradford White,” I said. “1978, maybe 1980. The 40-gallon model.”

He didn’t blink. “Aisle three, bottom shelf, blue package.” He went back to his crossword. “You the one who got Harold’s place?”

Word travels fast in small towns. “Yeah.”

“Good man, Harold.” He filled in a word without looking up. “House needs someone.”

I bought the thermocouple for eleven dollars and added a bag of assorted plumbing washers, a tube of plumber’s putty, and a roll of Teflon tape. The basics. The things you need before you need anything else.

Back at the estate, the thermocouple installation took twenty minutes. The old one came out corroded and brittle. The new one seated cleanly. I turned the gas valve, lit the pilot, and waited. The water heater rumbled to life. When I turned the kitchen faucet and felt warm water hit my hand, the relief was physical. Like my body knew it had done something right.

I showered in the upstairs bathroom. The showerhead was calcium-crusted and the pressure was weak, but the water was hot. I stood under it longer than I needed to, steam filling the small room, the tiles warming under my feet. The first real warmth I’d felt in the house. The bathroom mirror fogged and I drew a line through the condensation with my finger. Through the clear streak, the room looked old and solid and mine.

After, I made coffee with a French press I found in the kitchen cabinet. Harold’s, presumably. Good quality, copper-framed, the glass intact despite years of disuse. The coffee was instant from a jar I’d brought, but the press made it feel like more than it was. I sat at the kitchen table and drank it while the radiators pinged and hissed around me, the house slowly warming.

I took the mug to Harold’s study.

In daylight, the room was different. Warmer, somehow, even before the radiators had fully kicked in. Morning sun came through the garden-facing window and lit the dust motes like tiny constellations. The bookshelves looked less like a dead man’s collection and more like a library waiting for a reader. The green lamp on the desk caught the light and seemed to glow faintly even without being turned on.

I set the coffee down and started at the beginning.

The earliest journal was dated 1971. Harold’s first year in the house. He’d inherited it from his own father, who’d used it as a simple family home. Nothing unusual. The first few journals were maintenance logs: roof repairs, plumbing notes, records of what he’d planted in the garden. April: planted lavender, rosemary, thyme in the raised beds. Sage near the greenhouse wall. Basil along the south fence. The soil is remarkable here. Things grow fast. Normal stuff. A man and his house, learning each other.

The shift happened in 1978.

June 3rd, 1978. Louise came to stay after Robert’s referral. She has been unable to conceive for four years. The doctors tell her nothing is wrong. She tells me everything is wrong. I gave her the front bedroom, the one with the morning light. She is thirty-one, kind, and tired in a way that has nothing to do with sleep.

August 14th, 1978. Louise is pregnant. She wept when she told me. I wept with her. I do not understand. We did nothing different from what she’d done with her husband for years. And yet here we are. She says the house feels different from anywhere she’s lived. Warmer. More alive. I feel it too but I don’t know what it means.

November 2nd, 1978. Louise has left. She sent a letter from home. A healthy pregnancy, the doctors say. She thanked me for “whatever it is about this place.” I don’t know what it is either. I only know that this house gave her something no one else could.

I sat back in the chair. The leather creaked.

After Louise, the entries changed. Harold started keeping records. Each woman got a page: name, age, how long she’d been trying, who referred her, which room she stayed in, how long before conception. The data was meticulous. Clinical. Timestamps, measurements, observations recorded with the precision of a scientist conducting an experiment he didn’t fully understand.

But between the data points, Harold’s humanity kept leaking through.

Rachel, age 31. Five years trying. Stayed in the garden room. Conceived in six weeks. She told me I have a gift. I told her the house does. She laughed and said I was being modest. I wasn’t. I genuinely don’t know what happens here.

Patricia, age 29. Two failed IVF cycles. Her insurance stopped covering them. She came here as a last resort. Room at the end of the hall. Conceived in four weeks. She sent me a photo of the baby. A boy. She named him Harold. I keep the photo in this journal.

I found the photo. A wrinkled Polaroid of a chubby infant in a blue blanket, squinting at the camera with the unfocused intensity of a newborn. On the back, in different handwriting: Harold Patrick Miller, born April 8, 1985. Thank you.

There were more photos. Tucked into journals spanning three decades. Baby photos, toddler photos, school portraits. Kids growing up in the pages of Harold’s record. Letters folded between pages. Dozens of them. Some short, some pages long, all of them saying variations of the same thing.

Harold, I don’t know how to thank you for what you did. Jacob is healthy and strong and I think of you every time he laughs.

Thank you, Harold. For the room. For the patience. For whatever the house does that nobody can explain. My twins are eight months old and they sleep through the night. I still dream about that garden.

I named her Grace because that’s what it felt like. Like grace. Something given that couldn’t be earned or explained. She turns five this spring. She loves the color yellow.

Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.

I closed the journal I was holding and stared at the shelf. There were over forty volumes. Forty years of women who couldn’t conceive arriving at this house and leaving pregnant. Every single one. The success rate, based on Harold’s records, was one hundred percent.

That wasn’t possible. No fertility clinic in the world hit one hundred percent. Not even close. The best IVF success rates were around fifty to sixty percent per cycle, and most women needed multiple cycles. Harold’s house beat every clinic on the planet with no medical intervention, no drugs, no technology.

Just the house. And the man inside it.

I found the entry I was looking for in a journal from 1997.

Dr. Pearson tested the water in ’94. Nothing unusual. Standard well water, normal mineral content, no contaminants, no anomalies. The house sits over an old aquifer, the deepest in the county according to the well driller, and Pearson thought that might be the source. It wasn’t. Dr. Varga tested me in ’97. Blood panel, hormone levels, sperm analysis. Everything within normal ranges. Average count. Average motility. Nothing remarkable about my biology. I am, by every measurable standard, an ordinary man living in an ordinary house.

The house does what it does. I’ve stopped asking and started being grateful.

I set the journal down and picked up my coffee. It had gone cold. The study had heated up, the radiator ticking steadily in the corner, and through the window I could see the garden in its full state of neglect. Tangles of ivy. Overgrown hedges. The greenhouse with its cracked panes catching the morning light.

But underneath the mess, I could see structure. Raised beds, still defined. Paths, still navigable. Plants that had survived decades without care, pushing up through the weeds with stubborn vitality. Harold’s garden wasn’t dead. It was waiting.

I spent the rest of the morning on the house.

The roof leak above the upstairs hallway was the priority. Water had been coming in through a cracked section of flashing around one of the dormer windows, dripping down through the ceiling, staining the plaster in an expanding brown ring. I climbed up with a ladder, a bucket of roofing tar, and a sheet of aluminum flashing from Brickman’s. The view from the roof was something. Rolling hills in every direction, the treeline marking the edge of the property, the driveway curving through the oaks like a river through forest. Four acres that were mine. The air up there was clean and cold and tasted like spring.

I sealed the leak, replaced the flashing, and tested it with a hose. Dry. The hallway ceiling would need repainting where the water stain had spread, but the damage was stopped. One problem solved. One of hundreds.

Next: the window latch in the second bedroom, which had been stuck open, letting cold air pour in for god knew how long. A corroded hinge pin. I knocked it out with a punch and hammer, sanded the corrosion with fine-grit paper, oiled the mechanism with 3-in-1, and reassembled. The window opened and closed smoothly for the first time in what looked like years. The latch clicked shut with a solid sound. Satisfying.

I checked the living room fireplace next. The hearth was massive, limestone, with a deep firebox and a flue that looked original. I opened the damper and shone my phone up the chimney. The flue was intact but caked with creosote, thick black layers that would need serious cleaning before I lit anything. The grate was cracked through the center, a stress fracture from decades of thermal cycling. Working fireplace, but it needed a new grate and a full flue cleaning before it was safe. I made a note and moved on.

The three best bedrooms in the west wing got a deep clean. I swept every floor, mopped with hot water and vinegar, wiped down every surface with rags I’d torn from an old sheet. Checked the plumbing in each attached bathroom. Replaced a cracked toilet seat in one. Tightened a loose towel rack in another. Changed burned-out bulbs, the old incandescents popping out of ancient sockets with clean twists. Opened the windows to air out the staleness, and spring came in on a breeze that smelled like grass and earth and the particular sweetness of things beginning to grow.

By late afternoon, the rooms were livable. Not beautiful, not renovated, but clean and functional. Good bones, decent light, working plumbing. Rooms a person could sleep in comfortably and wake up feeling like the house wanted them there.

I took photos with my phone and wrote a listing. Kept it simple:

Rooms available in historic estate on Ridgecrest Road. Private bedrooms with attached bathrooms. Shared kitchen and living areas. Quiet, rural setting. Well below market rate. Seeking long-term tenants. Contact Caleb Reeves.

I posted it on three rental sites and sat on the front porch while the sun dropped. The steps were broken, the second one still missing, but the porch railing held my weight when I leaned against it, and the view was worth the discomfort. The oaks cast long shadows across the drive. The sky turned copper at the edges. The house behind me ticked and settled as the temperature changed. Not unsettling. Just alive. A structure adjusting itself to the end of the day, the way old buildings do, the timbers expanding and contracting with the heat.

I thought about Harold’s journals. The women, the pregnancies, the mystery he never solved. Forty years of something impossible happening in the rooms above my head, documented with careful precision, and still no answer. Not the water. Not the man. Not the soil or the air or the structure. A factor that resisted measurement. A variable with no name.

My phone buzzed. An email notification.

Two inquiries on the listing. Both within the first three hours.

The first was standard. A man looking for cheap housing near town, asking about utilities and lease terms. I replied with details and moved on.

The second was from a woman named Tracy Fontaine. Her message was short.

Is this the Reeves Estate? The one on Ridgecrest Road? I’d like to see the rooms. When can I visit? Tracy

Short. No pleasantries. No questions about rent or utilities or lease terms. Just the house. Something about the way she’d asked made the hair on my arms stand up.

Is this the Reeves Estate?

She already knew. The listing didn’t say “Reeves Estate.” It said “historic estate on Ridgecrest Road.” She’d used the family name. She knew the address and wanted confirmation, not directions.

The one on Ridgecrest Road?

She wanted to make sure it was the right house. The specific house. Not just any property for rent, but this one. The one with the reputation Harold had built over forty years. The one the journals described. The one the women kept coming to.

Tracy Fontaine knew exactly what this house was.

I looked at the email for a long time. The porch creaked beneath me. The oaks whispered in the evening breeze. Inside the house, the old wood popped in the evening cool, and somewhere deep in the walls a pipe hummed as the water heater cycled.

I typed back: Yes, this is the Reeves Estate. I’d be happy to show you the rooms. How’s Thursday?

She replied in four minutes. Thursday is perfect. I’ll be there at noon. Can’t wait.

I pocketed the phone and looked at the house. In the fading light, the peeling paint and sagging roof were less visible. What I saw instead were the bones. The stone foundation, the old-growth timber, the hand-blown glass in the windows catching the last of the sun and holding it like amber. A house that had stood for a century, sheltered dozens of women, produced dozens of children, defied every rational explanation, and was still standing.

I pulled out the notepad I’d started carrying, a small spiral-bound that fit in my back pocket, and began a list.

Front steps: rebuild. Second step missing. Treads rotting on three and four. Kitchen sink: leaking faucet, needs new washer. Check valve seat. Kitchen cabinets: hardware loose, hinges failing. At least twelve doors need adjustment. Hallway ceiling: repaint where leak stained. May need to skim-coat. Fireplace: functional per chimney inspection but needs flue cleaning and new grate. Cracked grate visible. Garden: clear overgrowth. Assess greenhouse structure. Identify Harold’s plantings. East wing: locked. Find keys or force entry. Unknown condition behind doors. Upstairs bathroom two: showerhead needs descaling. Tile grout crumbling. Living room: couch needs cleaning. Rug needs unrolling and inspection. Dead fireplace as priority. Workshop: investigate outbuilding behind main house.

The list grew. Ten items became twenty. Twenty became thirty. Each one was a problem I knew how to solve. Not all at once, not overnight, but one repair at a time, one room at a time, until the house matched what it was supposed to be.

I’d spent four years fixing other people’s properties for ten bucks an hour and a boss who didn’t remember my name. Now I had a property of my own. Fourteen bedrooms, four acres, a mystery in the study, and a woman named Tracy who knew things about this house that I was only beginning to learn.

I went inside. Locked the front door behind me. The deadbolt turned with a deep, final click that resonated through the frame. A door meant to be locked by the person who lived here.


Chapter 3: Tracy

She pulled up in a bright yellow Volkswagen Bug packed to the roof with suitcases and cardboard boxes. I was on the porch replacing the missing front step when I heard the engine. The car came up the driveway like a sunbeam rolling through the oak tunnel, and when it stopped, the driver’s door flew open and a woman stepped out who made me forget what a hammer was for.

I saw her feet first. Bare feet in flip-flops on the gravel, toenails painted electric pink. My eyes traveled up. Long legs, tanned deep gold, a tan that said she lived in the sun, not under a lamp. Cut-off denim shorts that barely qualified as clothing, frayed hems riding high on thighs that went on for days. A tiny waist I could have wrapped both hands around. Then the crop top, and the crop top was losing the fight of its life.

Her bust entered my awareness before the rest of her face did. DD at minimum, natural, firm but full enough to sway with every step she took toward the porch. The crop top was thin white cotton and she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples pressed through the fabric like they were trying to introduce themselves personally. Tan lines peeked above the neckline, dark gold giving way to paler skin, and the whole arrangement bounced and shifted with a rhythm that made coherent thought difficult.

Platinum blonde hair fell past her shoulders in beachy waves, tousled and wild like she’d just rolled off a beach towel. Bright blue eyes, wide and sparkling. A megawatt grin that made everything she was about to say sound like a dare.

“You must be Harold’s nephew.” She stopped at the bottom of the repaired steps and looked up at me. The angle gave me a view straight down her crop top that I was not prepared for. “You’re cuter than I expected.”

“Great-nephew,” I said, because my brain decided accuracy was the hill to die on. “Caleb.”

“Tracy.” She extended a hand. Her grip was firm and lingering, held a beat longer than necessary. “Tracy Fontaine. I’m your noon appointment.”

She was. And she was also the most aggressively beautiful woman I’d ever seen in person, standing in my driveway in an outfit that would get her arrested in certain states, looking at me like she’d already decided how this was going to go.

“Welcome to the Reeves Estate,” I said. “Let me show you around.”

The tour was an experience. Tracy was tactile. She touched everything. Her hand trailed along the banister as we climbed the stairs, fingers dragging through the dust like she was reading the house by feel. She ran her palm along door frames, pressed her cheek against the wallpaper in the hallway, stood in the center of each room and breathed deeply.

“I love old houses,” she said. “They have memories in the walls. You can feel it.”

In the kitchen, she bounced on her toes with delight, her breasts bouncing with her, and I had to look at the ceiling to keep my composure. “This kitchen is incredible. I could cook for an army in here. Do you cook, Caleb?”

“Eggs and toast, mostly.”

“That’s tragic. I’ll fix that.” She said it like it was already decided.

She picked the bedroom at the end of the west hall. Directly across from mine. The room had a garden view, good morning light, and an attached bathroom with a clawfoot tub. She stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, and nodded.

“This one.” She turned to me. “Right across from you. Perfect.”

I showed her the rest of the house. The living room with the dead fireplace. The study with Harold’s journals, which she looked at with a curiosity that felt pointed. The grounds, which were still a mess but had potential. She took it all in, asked smart questions about the foundation and the heating and the water supply, and through all of it she kept drifting into my space. Brushing against me in narrow hallways. Standing close enough that I could smell her. Coconut sunscreen and something floral underneath. Warm skin.

We ended up in the kitchen. I made coffee. She sat on the counter with her legs dangling, crossed at the ankle, and watched me with those blue eyes.

“So,” she said. “Can we stop pretending?”

“Pretending what?”

“That I’m here for the cheap rent.” She picked up her mug but didn’t drink. Her expression shifted. Still bright, still warm, but with something more underneath. Something serious. “I know about this house, Caleb. My friend Larissa came here four years ago. She’d been trying to get pregnant for three years. IVF twice, hormones, the whole nightmare. Nothing worked. She found this place through someone who knew someone. She stayed for two months.” Tracy paused. “She left pregnant. Healthy pregnancy. Healthy baby girl. She named her Rose.”

The kitchen was quiet. The faucet dripped, the one I hadn’t fixed yet.

“I’ve been trying for three years myself,” Tracy said. Her voice was still warm, but there was a crack in it now. A hairline fracture that let something real shine through. “Three years, two IVF cycles, more money than I want to think about. My body won’t do the one thing I want it to do. The doctors say there’s nothing wrong with me. Everything checks out, they say. Just keep trying, they say.” She set the mug down. “Do you know what it’s like to hear ‘just keep trying’ from someone in a lab coat who goes home to their own kids every night?”

I didn’t.

“So I heard about this house.” She met my eyes. “And I read about it. And I asked around. And every single woman who came here and did what the house was built for left here pregnant. Every one.” She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward on the counter. “I’m not here for the cheap rent, Caleb. I’m not here for the garden view or the clawfoot tub. I’m here because this house works. And I want what it gives.”

I leaned against the opposite counter. The kitchen suddenly felt smaller. “What exactly are you asking me?”

She held my gaze. Not a dare this time. Steadier than that. Braver.

“I want you to breed me.”

The word landed in the room like a stone in still water. Breed. Not “help me conceive.” Not “be my donor.” Breed. The rawness of it knocked the air out of me for half a second.

“Tracy.”

“I know how it sounds.” She hopped off the counter and stood in front of me. Close. Her body heat reached me through the thin cotton of her top. “But I’ve been poked and prodded and medicated and monitored for three years, and I’m done with clinical. I want something real. I want a man, not a syringe. I want warmth, not a waiting room. And I want whatever it is about this house that makes it work.” She put her hand on my chest. Flat palm, right over my heart. “I’ll pay rent. I’ll be a great tenant. I cook, I clean, I’m low-maintenance despite evidence to the contrary.” A ghost of her grin. “But I’m being straight with you because I think you deserve that. I came here for one thing.”

Her palm pressed heat through the cotton of my shirt. Her eyes were wet at the corners, just barely, tears that come from holding something in too long and finally letting it crack open.

I thought about Harold’s journals. The women who came seeking what no clinic could give. The hundred-percent success rate that science couldn’t explain. The letters, the photos, the gratitude.

I thought about this woman standing in front of me with her hand on my chest and three years of heartbreak behind her smile.

“Okay,” I said.

Tracy’s eyes widened. “Okay?”

“I’m not going to pretend I understand how this house works. I read Harold’s journals last night. Every woman he brought here conceived. I can’t explain it. But I’m not going to turn you away.”

She threw her arms around me. The hug was fierce, her body pressing against mine, those breasts flattening against my chest, her face buried in my neck. She squeezed hard enough that I felt her heart hammering.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “You have no idea what this means.”

I had some idea. My hands came to rest on her back, and I could feel the heat of her skin through the thin crop top, the architecture of her ribcage, the way she trembled slightly with the release of tension she’d been carrying.

She pulled back, wiped her eyes, and the grin came back full force, wide enough to light the room.

“Okay. So. I’m going to unpack, I’m going to make us dinner, and then we’re going to get started.” She said it like she was scheduling a meeting. “I don’t believe in wasting time.”

She turned and walked out of the kitchen, and I stood there watching the sway of her hips, the bounce of her ass in those shorts, the platinum hair tossing over her shoulder as she disappeared into the hall.

I looked at the dripping faucet. The cracked ceiling. The cabinet doors that hung crooked on their hinges.

I had a tenant. She was a walking superstimulus with a heart-shaped ass and no filter. She wanted me to get her pregnant. And she was currently moving into the bedroom directly across from mine.

I picked up my coffee and drank it. It was cold.



She made pasta for dinner. Real pasta, with a sauce she built from scratch using tomatoes and garlic and herbs she’d brought in a cooler. The kitchen smelled like someone’s home for the first time since I’d arrived. She moved through the space barefoot, humming, opening cabinets and drawers like she already lived here. She’d changed into an oversized t-shirt that hung off one shoulder and underwear. Just underwear. Cotton boy-shorts that hugged her ass and left her legs entirely bare.

We ate at the kitchen table. She talked about her life before the estate. Marketing coordinator for a cosmetics company. Good at it. Dated a string of men who wanted the blonde bombshell but not the woman underneath. Started trying to conceive at twenty-five with a boyfriend who bailed when things got medical.

“He said he wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment.” She twirled pasta on her fork. “What he meant was he liked fucking me but didn’t want the consequences.”

She was funny. Genuinely funny, not performatively. Self-deprecating in a way that was honest without being sad. She knew what she looked like and she knew what people assumed, and she played on both without letting either define her.

“People see the blonde and the boobs and they think that’s the whole story,” she said. “And honestly, I let them think that. It’s easier. Less explaining.”

“What’s the whole story?”

She looked at me for a long moment. “I want a baby more than I’ve ever wanted anything. And I’m smart enough to know that wanting something doesn’t make it happen. So I find what works and I go after it.”

“And you think this house works.”

“I know it does.” No hesitation. “Larissa is the proof. She tried everything for three years. She spent two months in a bedroom in this house and now she has a daughter. Whatever this place does, it does it.”

After dinner, she washed dishes while I dried. Domestic. Normal. Except that her ass kept brushing against me when she turned, and her shirt rode up whenever she reached for the high shelf, and the kitchen felt charged with a current that had nothing to do with the wiring.

She said goodnight at the top of the stairs. Kissed my cheek. Left a trace of lip gloss that I could smell on my skin when I got to my room. Coconut and vanilla.

I lay in bed. The house settled around me, its nightly catalog of creaks and ticks and sighs. The radiator in my room clanked softly. Through the window, moonlight turned the garden silver.

The knock came at eleven.

I opened the door. Tracy stood in the hallway wearing a silk robe that barely reached mid-thigh. Ivory colored, loosely tied, the neckline revealing the inner curves of her breasts almost to the nipple. Her hair was down. Her feet were bare. Her blue eyes had gone from bright to heavy-lidded, the sparkle replaced by something heavier and hungrier.

“I said I don’t believe in wasting time,” she said.

I stepped back. She stepped forward. The door stayed open.

She stopped in the middle of my bedroom and untied the robe. It slid off her shoulders and pooled at her feet like water. She was naked underneath. Completely.

The light through the window caught her. Every curve, every line. The impossible bust, round and full, nipples already hard in the cool air. The narrow waist and flared hips. The golden tan and the paler skin where her bikini had been, the contrast between dark gold and pale cream framing everything the bikini usually covered. A tiny mole above her left hip. Long legs, toned and smooth. She stood there and let me look, and there was nothing shy or uncertain about it. She knew what she was offering and she was proud of it.

“I haven’t been with anyone in months,” she said. “All my energy went to doctors and needles and lab results. I forgot what this was supposed to feel like.” She crossed to the bed and sat on the edge. Reached for my waistband and pulled me closer by the drawstring of my sweats. “Remind me.”

I looked down at her. Her face was level with my stomach. Her hands slid under my shirt and up my chest, pushing the fabric higher. She pulled the shirt over my head and ran her palms down my torso, over the ridges of muscle that years of lifting and hauling had built. Her fingers traced the lines of my obliques.

“Good,” she murmured. “This is good.”

She freed me from my sweats and took me in her hand. Her grip was sure, confident, and the breath left my lungs in a rush. She looked up at me through her lashes.

“Just so we’re clear,” she said, her lips inches from the head. “Don’t pull out.”

She took me in her mouth first. Her lips parted, glossy and slick, and slid over the head with a slow, deliberate suction that made my knees buckle. She swirled her tongue around the tip, collecting the pre-cum that had been building since the moment she dropped the robe, and hummed at the taste. One hand gripped my hip, her nails biting crescent moons into the skin. The other wrapped around the base and stroked in time with her mouth, twisting on the upstroke. She took me deeper, her cheeks hollowing, her lips stretched tight and glistening, and her blue eyes never left mine. The sight of this platinum blonde goddess on her knees with her mouth full of my cock, those wide blue eyes staring up at me in the moonlight, was something my brain would never let go of.

She hummed again, the vibration traveling from the back of her throat through my shaft and up my spine. I threaded my fingers through her hair and she pressed forward, taking me until I felt the tight resistance of her throat. She held me there, swallowed once around me, and my vision narrowed to a single bright point.

I pulled her off. Not because it wasn’t incredible but because I needed to be inside her. Needed it like oxygen. She grinned up at me, lips swollen and slick, a thin strand of spit connecting her lower lip to my cock. Wicked and wild and daring. She pushed me onto the bed and before I could react she was on top of me, straddling my hips, her bare thighs pressing hot against my sides. She rocked her hips forward, sliding her wet slit along the length of me, coating me with her arousal, and the slick heat of her against my shaft was maddening. Her breasts swayed above me in the moonlight, generous and round, the tan lines framing them like a gift I was being allowed to unwrap.

She reached down and positioned me at her entrance. Sank down just enough that the head slipped between her folds, and the wet heat gripped me. She rocked her hips once, twice, her pussy clenching around just the tip, watching my face with satisfaction as my jaw tightened. Then she rolled off and pulled me on top of her.

“I want your weight,” she said. “I want to feel all of you.”

She lay back and spread her legs with the same casual confidence she did everything. No hesitation. No coyness. Her pussy was slick in the pale light, pink and swollen and visibly wet. My mouth went dry. Her arms wrapped around my neck and she pulled me down into a kiss that tasted like toothpaste and desire. Her legs opened wider. I felt the heat of her against me, the slick readiness, her arousal painting my cock as I pressed against her.

I pushed inside her. One long, steady stroke that filled her completely, and we both groaned. She was tight, soaking wet, and the sensation of being inside her with nothing between us, feeling every ridge and pulse of her body gripping me, made my brain short-circuit. Her back arched off the mattress, pressing those incredible breasts against my chest, her hard nipples dragging across my skin. Her legs wrapped around my hips and locked at the ankles.

“There,” she gasped. “God, you’re deep. Don’t stop.”

I found a rhythm. Slow at first, pulling almost all the way out so I could feel the tight drag of her clinging to me before pushing back in deep. She was so wet I could hear it. The slick sound of my cock sliding into her filled the quiet room. Her nails raked my shoulders. She was vocal from the first stroke. Moans that started low in her throat and built as I increased the pace. Not trying to be quiet. Not even a little bit.

“Harder,” she said. “Caleb. Harder.”

I braced my hands on either side of her head and thrust harder. The bed creaked. Her breasts bounced with every thrust, the rhythm irresistible, tan-lined skin in the silver glow, those DD cups slapping together and apart. She grabbed the headboard with one hand and arched into me, tilting her hips, and the new angle let me sink so deep I felt her cervix. She cried out.

“Oh god. Right there. Right there.”

“Stay open for me,” I said against her ear. “Just like that. Take every inch.”

She whimpered. Her legs spread wider, her heels digging into the mattress, opening herself completely.

Her hips rolled up to meet mine. We found a pace that was fast and desperate and exactly right. The sound of skin against skin filled the bedroom, wet and steady, punctuated by the creak of the old bedframe and her moans echoing off the high ceilings and drifting through the open door into the hallway.

The open door.

She’d left it cracked open. Just enough. The hallway beyond was dark and empty, but the sound carried. Every gasp, every moan, every wet slap of my body driving into hers rolled out into the house.

“Fill me up.” Her voice was ragged. She pulled my face to hers, kissed me hard, spoke against my lips. “I want every drop. All of it, Caleb. Put a baby in me.”

“I’m going to give you everything,” I said. I gripped her hip with one hand, angled her body so I could drive even deeper. “Every drop. So deep you’ll feel it for days.”

She moaned. “Yes. Please. Don’t pull out. Promise me.”

“Never.”

I felt the tension building at the base of my spine. She tightened around me, her body pulsing and clenching in wave after wave, and I watched her face as she came. Eyes rolling back, mouth falling open, a sound ripping out of her that was half moan and half scream, raw and uninhibited. Her body clamped down on me like a fist, her pussy squeezing me so hard I could barely thrust, and her legs locked tighter, pulling me as deep as I could go.

I buried myself to the hilt and let go. The orgasm tore through me, and I pumped into her in thick, heavy pulses, each one depositing another rope of cum deep inside her. She felt it. Every spurt. I saw it on her face. Her eyes widened with each pulse, then softened, her expression shifting from climax to something deeper. Awe. Satisfaction. She held me there, her thighs clamped against my hips, her body milking me with slow, possessive clenches, drawing out every last drop.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Stay. Don’t move. I want to feel all of it inside me.”

I stayed. My forehead against hers. Our breathing ragged, slowing together. I could feel myself still inside her, still pulsing faintly, the warmth of my cum pooled deep in her body. She squeezed around me one more time, deliberately, possessively, keeping everything exactly where it was. She made a small, contented sound, like drinking water after a long thirst.

After a minute, I lifted my head and glanced at the bedroom door. Still cracked open. The hallway beyond, dark and listening.

Tracy caught my eye and dragged her tongue across her lower lip. A lazy, satisfied smile spread across her face.

“Oops,” she said.

Not an accident. Not even close. She’d left it open because she wanted it open. The house as audience. The hallway as witness. Something about being seen, or the possibility of being seen, had been part of it for her.

“You left the door open on purpose,” I said.

“Did I?” She stretched beneath me, arching her back, her breasts pressing against my chest. “Must have slipped my mind.” She didn’t even try to sell it. Her smile said everything.

I rolled off her and lay on my back. The ceiling above me was cracked plaster, a web of fine lines that spread from the corner. The house creaked softly. A floorboard in the hallway popped once, settling.

Tracy curled against my side, her head on my chest, one leg thrown over mine. Her body was soft and languid against mine, entirely at ease. Like she’d always been here. Like this bed had been waiting for her.

“I want to tell you something,” she said. Her voice was different now. Lower. Slower. The sparkle dimmed to something quieter. “Every time a test came back negative, I felt like my body was lying to me. Like the outside was this.” She gestured at herself. “And the inside was broken. Three years of that. Three years of my body saying no.”

She pressed her palm flat against her stomach.

“This is the first time I’ve felt hopeful in a long time,” she said. “Not because of science or doctors or statistics. Because of this house. And you.” She looked up at me. “Whatever happens, thank you for saying okay.”

I kissed the top of her head. Her hair smelled like coconut.

“You’re welcome,” I said.

She was asleep in minutes, her breathing deep and even against my ribs. I lay awake a while longer, listening to the house. A creak somewhere in the east wing, faint and rhythmic, like footsteps in an empty room. A pipe humming softly in the wall. Sounds that would have spooked me a week ago. Now they felt like company.

Through the open door, the hallway was dark and still. But the air felt different than it had yesterday. Softer. Like the house had exhaled.


Chapter 4: Morning

I woke to the smell of pancakes.

Tracy’s side of the bed was empty, the sheets still holding her heat. Her silk robe was gone from the floor. The bedroom door was still open, and through it came the sound of humming and the clatter of a spatula on cast iron.

I pulled on jeans and a t-shirt and went downstairs. The kitchen was transformed. Tracy stood at the stove in nothing but an oversized t-shirt and panties, a pair of cotton boy-shorts that barely covered the lower curve of her ass. Her platinum hair was piled in a messy bun. Her feet padded on the tile as she moved between the stove and the counter. She was making pancakes from scratch, a bowl of batter beside her, a stack already building on a plate.

“Morning, stud.” She didn’t turn around. The t-shirt was mine. She must have grabbed it from the chair where I’d tossed it last night. It hung loose on her frame but couldn’t hide the shape underneath. Every time she reached for the top cabinet, the hem rode up and I got a flash of the underside of her ass, the cotton shorts riding high.

“You stole my shirt,” I said.

“Borrowed. Indefinitely.” She flipped a pancake with a flick of her wrist. “Coffee’s in the press. Sit.”

I sat. The kitchen table was a heavy oak thing Harold had probably built himself, scarred with decades of use. Morning light poured through the big windows. The room was cozy from the stove and smelled like butter and vanilla. Tracy hummed as she cooked, something upbeat and tuneless, and the whole scene felt so domestic, so normal, that for a moment I forgot the circumstances entirely.

Then she turned around with the plate of pancakes and bent to set them on the table, and the neckline of my shirt gaped open, and I remembered everything.

She caught me looking. “See something you like?”

“You’re not subtle.”

“Never have been. Syrup?”

We ate. She told me about her apartment in the city, which she’d sublet to a coworker. About her cat, which was staying with her mother. About the marketing job she’d taken leave from to come here.

“My boss thinks I’m on a spiritual retreat,” she said, pouring syrup in a precise spiral. “Which, honestly, isn’t far from the truth.”

“You told your boss you’re on a spiritual retreat.”

“It sounds better than ‘I moved into a haunted fertility mansion with a hot handyman.’ Which reminds me.” She pointed her fork at me. “That kitchen sink is still dripping.”

She was right. The faucet had been on my list since day one. I finished breakfast, grabbed my tools from the front closet where I’d stacked them, and got to work.

The problem was the washer. Corroded, barely functional, letting water seep through the seal. I shut off the valve under the sink, disassembled the faucet head, and laid the parts out on the counter. The replacement washer was in a bag of assorted plumbing parts I’d picked up from Brickman’s two days ago. Rubber, brass-fitted, the right diameter.

Tracy sat on the counter beside my workspace. She hopped up and crossed her legs at the ankle, her bare feet dangling. She watched me work with open attention.

“You’ve got good hands,” she said.

I was threading the washer onto the stem, fingers working by feel. “Thanks.”

“No, I mean it.” She leaned closer. “Look at them. The calluses. The veins. The way you hold things.” She tilted her head. “I like a man with good hands. Hands that know how to fix things. Hands that know how to hold things together.”

I tightened the assembly and seated the faucet head. Turned the valve back on. The drip was gone. Clean flow, no leak. I ran it for thirty seconds, checked the seal, dried my hands on my jeans.

“Fixed,” I said.

“Sexy,” she said. She wasn’t joking. Her eyes had that heavy-lidded look from last night.

I moved on to the cabinets. Half the doors hung crooked on hinges that had loosened over decades. I pulled out my drill, replaced the worn screws with longer ones, tightened everything down. The cabinet hardware was original brass, tarnished but solid. I cleaned each piece with steel wool and vinegar, and the brass came up warm and gold.

Tracy watched all of it. She handed me tools without being asked, anticipating what I needed with an attentiveness that surprised me. She held cabinet doors steady while I drilled. She wiped down the hardware as I cleaned it. She was competent help, and the work went faster with two people.

“I wasn’t always the blonde bimbo,” she said, holding a cabinet door at the right angle while I set a hinge. “I grew up helping my dad remodel our kitchen. I know what a Phillips head is.”

“Nobody said you were a bimbo.”

“Please. I know what I look like.” She shrugged, and the movement made her breasts shift under the thin t-shirt. “I learned early that being hot opens doors. Being hot AND underestimated opens more doors. People show you who they are when they think you’re dumb.”

By early afternoon, the cabinets were solid, the hardware gleamed, and the kitchen looked like it belonged in a home rather than an abandoned estate. Tracy had opened the big windows to let the breeze in. Spring air carried the smell of grass and wildflowers.

“It’s hot in here,” Tracy said. She peeled off the t-shirt in one smooth motion and dropped it on the counter.

She was wearing nothing underneath from the waist up. Her breasts fell free, heavy and round, nipples tightening in the sudden air. The contrast of dark gold giving way to paler skin drew the eye like a compass needle. She stretched her arms above her head and the movement lifted them, then let them drop and sway, heavy and free.

“That’s better,” she said. She hopped back onto the counter, topless, in just her cotton shorts, and picked up her lemonade glass like nothing had happened.

Afternoon sunlight streamed through the big kitchen windows. No curtains. No blinds. The windows faced the front drive, and anyone walking up to the house would have had a clear line of sight into the kitchen. Into Tracy, sitting on the counter with her bare breasts and her tanned legs and her complete absence of modesty.

She caught me looking at the windows. “Problem?”

“The windows are uncovered.”

“I noticed.” She sipped her lemonade. “So?”

Something about the way she said it, the casual defiance, the dare underneath the disinterest, made my blood move faster. She wanted the windows uncovered. She wanted the possibility that someone could see. The exhibitionism from last night, the open door, wasn’t a fluke. It was who she was.

I set down the drill. She watched me cross the kitchen. Her legs parted as I stepped between them, making room for me without being asked. I gripped the edge of the counter on either side of her hips. She looked up at me, blue eyes wide, lips slightly parted.

“You’re doing this on purpose,” I said.

“Every single part of it.” She wrapped her legs around the backs of my thighs and drew me in. The friction of my jeans against the inside of her bare thighs made her breath catch. “Test the structural integrity.”

She was beaming. That smile that could power a city block. The one that made everything sound like a dare.

I kissed her. She responded immediately, her mouth opening under mine, her hands sliding up my chest and pushing my shirt higher. I pulled it over my head and her palms found my bare skin. She ran her hands over my shoulders, my chest, down my stomach, her touch hungry and exploratory.

“God, you’re built,” she murmured against my lips. “I mean, I knew, but seeing it in daylight is something else.”

Her hands went to my belt. She unbuckled it with practiced efficiency, unzipped, and freed me. Already hard. She wrapped her fingers around my shaft and stroked once, her thumb gliding through the bead of pre-cum at the tip, and the feel of her warm hand on me in the bright kitchen with the sunlight pouring in was entirely different from the moonlit bedroom last night. More exposed. More raw. Anyone walking up the driveway could look through those uncovered windows and see this woman’s fist wrapped around my cock.

She scooted to the edge of the counter and wrapped her legs around my waist. I pulled her shorts aside and ran two fingers along her slit. Soaked. My fingers came away slick and wet, and Tracy watched me look at the evidence with a grin that said she’d been wet since I fixed the faucet.

I pressed the head of my cock against her entrance and pushed inside in one slow stroke. She was swollen and slippery from last night and this morning’s arousal, and the heat of her gripping me bare drew a groan from somewhere primal.

“Oh, fuck,” she said. Not a whisper. Full volume. The words bounced off the tile and the ceiling and rang through the open windows.

The kitchen amplified everything. The high ceilings, the tile floors, the big uncurtained windows. Her moans bounced off every hard surface and filled the space. I gripped her hips and found my rhythm, deep and steady, pulling out until just the tip stayed inside her before sinking back to the root. She leaned back on her palms, arching her spine, putting her whole body on display.

The visual nearly broke me. Tracy, topless on the counter, afternoon sunlight painting every inch of her golden skin, her breasts bouncing free with each thrust, nipples tight and dark, the paler skin beneath her bikini lines catching the daylight pointing to the most intimate parts of her body. Back arched, head tipped to the sky, throat exposed, her tanned legs wrapped around my waist with her heels digging into my lower back, pulling me deeper with every stroke. The kitchen window behind her framing the whole scene like a painting you’d hang somewhere illegal.

“Harder,” she panted. “Right there. Harder, Caleb.”

I grabbed the counter’s edge for leverage and slammed into her with enough force that her breasts jumped. The wet sound of my cock plunging into her echoed through the kitchen, relentless and obscene, mixing with the slap of my hips against her inner thighs. She brought one hand up to her breast and squeezed, her fingers finding her nipple, pinching and rolling it while she rode the impact of each thrust. Her other hand gripped the counter edge hard enough to whiten her knuckles.

“Breed me right here in the kitchen.” Her voice was ragged and raw, not a bedroom whisper but a full-throated demand. “Fill me up, Caleb. I want your cum so deep inside me I can feel it for hours.”

“Good girl.” The words came out low, almost a growl. I yanked her hips flush against me, grinding deep, bottoming out inside her. “This pussy is mine right now.”

“Yours,” she gasped. Her pussy squeezed around me hard enough that I saw stars. “All yours. Use it. Breed it.”

I pulled back and slammed home. She screamed. Not in pain. In the kind of pleasure that announces itself to the whole house. I set a punishing pace, my grip bruising on her hips, and she took every inch, her pussy gripping and releasing around my shaft in wet, greedy pulses.

I felt the surge building at the base of my spine. She tightened around me, her body gripping me in waves, her breath coming in staccato gasps. We hit it at the same time. Not her pulling me over the edge. Not me triggering her. Together. Her mouth fell open and a guttural sound ripped out of her, wild and free, loud enough to carry out the open windows into the yard. I drove forward one last time, grinding against her, and the release crashed through both of us simultaneously. Her scream and my groan tangled into a single raw sound that filled the kitchen. I could feel my cock kicking inside her, each pulse matched by the squeeze of her body pulling me deeper, her legs crushing my hips, her heels grinding into my back. The dual sensation whited out my vision. When it faded, the only thing I was aware of was the heat of her breath against my neck and the slick warmth pooling where our bodies were locked together, her thighs trembling, her pussy still fluttering around me.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Just like that. Don’t you dare pull out.”

I stayed buried in her, both of us panting, sweat-slick in the afternoon light. My hands rested on her inner thighs, my thumbs tracing lazy circles on the soft skin there. Her chest heaved, her breasts shining with sweat, nipples still hard, flushed pink from the friction of my chest against hers. The kitchen was hot, the countertop edge digging into my hips, and outside the uncovered windows the driveway was empty and the oak trees swayed in the breeze. A trickle of cum escaped where we were joined and dripped onto the counter.

“Someone could have seen that,” I said.

Tracy looked past me toward the windows. Her eyes narrowed with a satisfaction that bordered on hungry.

“Let them watch.” She pulled my face to hers and kissed me. Slow, sweet, the heat of the moment giving way to tenderness. “I don’t care. I meant that.”

She slid off the counter and landed lightly on her bare feet. She picked up her discarded t-shirt, considered it, and draped it over her shoulder instead of putting it on. Still topless. Still in just her shorts. She kissed my shoulder, a casual gesture that felt like it belonged in a routine we’d had for years instead of twenty-four hours.

“I’m going to shower,” she said. “Then I’m making us lunch. Then you’re going to tell me everything you know about this house.” She walked toward the doorway, one hand trailing along the counter edge, and glanced back over her shoulder. “And tonight we’re going again. I have three years to make up for.”

She disappeared into the hall. I stood in the kitchen, shirtless, the countertop wet where she’d been sitting, the smell of sex and pancake batter mingling in the warm air.

I looked at the half-finished cabinet work. At the tools laid out on the counter. At the big bright windows that hid nothing.

A month ago I was eating ramen on a mattress on the floor. Now I was standing in a kitchen that smelled like breakfast and sex, in a house that supposedly got women pregnant, with a platinum blonde bombshell who’d just told me to breed her on the counter and meant every syllable.

I picked up the drill and got back to work.



The afternoon was domestic in a way I hadn’t expected. Tracy showered, came back downstairs in a sundress that was barely more decent than the shorts and crop top, and made sandwiches. We ate on the back porch, looking out over the garden, and she asked me about Harold.

I told her what I knew. The journals. The decades of women. The hundred-percent success rate. The tests that showed nothing unusual.

“One hundred percent?” She raised her eyebrows.

“Based on his records. Every woman who came here to conceive did.”

“And nobody knows why.”

“Harold didn’t. He had the water tested, the soil, his own blood. Everything came back normal.”

Tracy chewed her sandwich thoughtfully. “Maybe it’s not one thing. Maybe it’s all of it. The house, the land, the man inside it.” She looked at me. “Maybe it’s something you can’t put under a microscope.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Maybe it doesn’t need one.” She shrugged. “I didn’t come here for a scientific explanation. I came here to get pregnant.”

The rest of the afternoon, I worked on the cabinets while Tracy explored the house more thoroughly. She found a linen closet full of vintage quilts. She found a wine cellar with bottles Harold had collected over decades. She found a radio in the living room that still picked up AM stations, and the scratchy sound of old jazz drifted through the house while I worked.

She moved through the estate with a comfort that amazed me. Like the house recognized her, or she recognized it, and the introduction had been overdue. She draped herself across furniture, hummed in every room, opened windows that hadn’t been opened in years and let the spring air rush through. The house felt different with her in it. Brighter. More alive. The rooms that had been silent for months now had a pulse.

By evening, the kitchen was done. Every cabinet aligned. Every hinge tight. The hardware gleaming. Tracy ran her hand along the cabinet fronts and smiled.

“You’re good at this,” she said. “Really good.”

“It’s just cabinets.”

“It’s not just cabinets. It’s care.” She looked at me. “Harold cared about this house. I can tell by the way he built it, the way he maintained it. And now you’re doing the same thing. That matters. The house knows.”

I didn’t know if the house knew anything. But standing in the kitchen with the evening light coming through the clean windows and the brass hardware shining and Tracy leaning against the counter in her sundress, I felt something I hadn’t felt in a long time. Pride. The physical, bone-deep pride of having done good work in a space that deserved it.

The dripping faucet was fixed. The cabinets were solid. And Tracy Fontaine was making dinner barefoot in a kitchen that was starting to look like a home.

I sat at the table with Harold’s journal from 1992, the one I’d started in the study. I read while she cooked. The journal covered a year of entries, two women who stayed at the estate, both of whom conceived within weeks. Harold’s notes were detailed but mystified. He recorded everything: room assignments, timing, his own physical condition, the weather, what they ate. None of it correlated. The only constant was the house itself.

“Find anything?” Tracy asked from the stove.

“Just more questions.”

“Good.” She stirred the sauce. “Questions mean there’s still something to find.”

After dinner, she kissed me goodnight at the top of the stairs. A real kiss this time, long and slow, her body pressed against mine in the dim hallway. I felt her breasts against my chest, her hips against mine, the heat of her through the thin sundress.

“Tonight,” she said against my mouth. “Your room. Door open.”

She pulled away and walked to her room, the sundress swishing around her thighs. She didn’t look back.

Tracy’s bedroom door closed with a soft click. My own door stood open.


Chapter 5: The Second Tenant

One week changed everything.

Seven days with Tracy Fontaine in the house, and the Reeves Estate felt like a different place. Not because of the renovations, though those helped. Because of her. She filled the rooms with noise and life and the constant, cheerful disruption of a woman who treated clothes as optional and boundaries as suggestions.

We’d fallen into a rhythm. Mornings: Tracy cooked breakfast while I reviewed my renovation list. She’d sit across from me at the kitchen table in her default uniform of an oversized t-shirt and panties, legs curled beneath her, eating toast and asking questions about the house. Then I’d work. Drywall patching in the upstairs hallway. Replacing corroded pipe fittings under the second-floor bathroom. Repainting the water-stained ceiling where the roof leak had been.

And we’d have sex. Every day. Sometimes twice. Morning sessions that started in the kitchen and ended on the counter or the table or the floor. Evening sessions in my bedroom with the door open, her voice carrying down the hallway like she wanted the house itself to hear. She was insatiable and unapologetic about it, and every time I finished inside her she held me there, legs locked, body clenching, with an expression of fierce, desperate hope.

“That’s the one,” she’d say, every time, pressing her palm to her stomach. “I can feel it.”

I’d started reading Harold’s journals each evening in the study. The leather chair, the green lamp, the smell of old paper. Harold’s voice, steady and precise across decades, had become a kind of companionship. I read about the women who came. About Harold’s confusion that never turned to frustration. About his acceptance that the house did what it did and his role was to be present.

The ones who arrive desperate take longer, he wrote in a 1986 entry. Not because the house withholds. Because desperation is a kind of tightness, a clench against the world. The house works when people relax. When they stop trying and start living. The women who settle in, who make the kitchen their own, who walk the garden without counting days, they conceive fastest. The house rewards presence, not performance.

I thought about Tracy, barefoot in the kitchen, humming, making the house her home without any effort at all. She wasn’t performing. She was just living, fully and loudly, in a space that seemed to welcome it.

The black town car pulled up the drive at two in the afternoon on a Tuesday.

I was on the porch, replacing a section of rotted railing. Tracy was in the garden, sunbathing on a blanket in a bikini top and shorts, her skin glistening with coconut oil. The sound of the car engine was different from Tracy’s Bug. Quieter. More purposeful.

The car stopped. The driver’s door opened. A woman stepped out.

I saw her feet first. Low heels, nude-colored, practical but elegant. My eyes traveled up. Thick thighs encased in a charcoal pencil skirt that hugged every curve with architectural precision. The fabric strained slightly at the hips, and the hips themselves were wide. Built for bearing. The word wasn’t metaphor with this woman. It was engineering.

Her waist was narrow, creating a ratio that stopped thoughts mid-formation. Above it, a tailored silk blouse the color of cream, and the blouse was fighting a losing battle. Her breasts were generous, full, naturally enormous, the kind that strained fabric and defied gravity and made the space between buttons a landscape. The top two buttons were undone, not from carelessness but from physics. The shadow of cleavage between them was deep and dark and irresistible.

Her face. Olive skin, smooth, with a few faint lines at the eyes that added character rather than age. Full lips. Cheekbones that could cut glass. And her hair, raven black, falling to her collarbones, sleek and controlled, with silver streaks starting at the temples and threading through the length. She didn’t color them. The silver was a choice.

She wore it like a crown.

Her eyes found mine. Deep brown, almost black. Intelligent. Assessing. She looked at me the way you’d look at a piece of real estate you were considering purchasing. Not dismissively. Carefully.

“Courtney,” she said, extending her hand as she reached the porch. Her grip was firm, decisive, her palm cool and smooth. “Courtney Sable. Thank you for having me.”

“Caleb Reeves.” I shook her hand. She held the contact for exactly one second longer than professional, then released. “You’re the one who emailed about the back bedroom.”

“The one with the attached bathroom. Yes.” Her voice was low, measured, every word placed with the same precision as her wardrobe. The kind of voice that made you lean in to hear better even when the volume was perfectly adequate. “I appreciate your flexibility with the move-in timeline.”

Tracy appeared around the corner of the house in her bikini top and shorts, skin glowing, hair wild from the sun. The contrast was nuclear. Tracy, golden and exposed and vibrating with casual warmth. Courtney, dark and composed and radiating a contained heat that was somehow more intense for being held in check.

“Hi there,” Tracy said, extending a hand. “Tracy Fontaine. I’m the other tenant. The fun one.”

Courtney took her hand. “Charmed.” A single word. Not cold, but measured. Her eyes swept Tracy once, the assessment as rapid and thorough as the one she’d given me. Recognition flickered across her face. Acknowledgment. Of what, I wasn’t sure.

I gave Courtney the tour. Her approach was the opposite of Tracy’s. Where Tracy had touched everything, Courtney observed. She asked about the foundation. The age of the wiring. Whether the plumbing was original or had been updated. She ran her hand along the banister, not feeling for memories but testing for structural integrity.

“The bones are exceptional,” she said in the upstairs hallway. “Old-growth framing, hand-cut joinery. Whoever built this house built it to survive.”

“You know construction?”

“I know investments. A sound structure holds value.” She glanced at me. “This house is significantly underpriced for the square footage and acreage. You could charge three times the rent you’re asking.”

“I’m not trying to maximize revenue. I’m trying to keep the house.”

Her expression softened for half a second. “That’s an increasingly rare priority.”

She chose the bedroom I’d expected. Back of the west hall, away from the stairs, with an attached bathroom featuring the largest of the clawfoot tubs. The room had good afternoon light and a view of the side garden. She unpacked her single suitcase with methodical efficiency, each item folded with care, each garment hung in the closet in a specific order.

I fixed her bathroom faucet while she unpacked. The drip was a worn valve seat, a five-minute repair. I felt her watching me through the doorway as I worked. She assessed my technique the way she’d assessed the house. Carefully. Measuring. Taking inventory of what she had to work with.

“You do this professionally?” she asked.

“Not officially. I’ve been doing maintenance work since I was a teenager. Learned from necessity.”

“Self-taught competence.” She leaned against the doorframe. Her blouse shifted with the movement, the buttons straining fractionally. “That’s usually the most reliable kind.”

I replaced a burned-out hallway light fixture on the way out. The old fixture was a porcelain ceiling mount, the wiring cloth-insulated and brittle. I updated it with a modern retrofit that matched the house’s aesthetic. Courtney watched the whole process.

“Efficient,” she said when I finished.

From Courtney, the word felt like a compliment with layers.



Evening. Tracy made dinner for three. Chicken with roasted vegetables and a salad from a recipe she pulled up on her phone. She’d put on a sundress for the occasion, which for Tracy constituted formal wear. Courtney came downstairs in a wrap dress, wine-colored, that tied at the waist and draped across her curves in a way that suggested awareness of exactly what those curves did to people.

Dinner was interesting. Tracy carried the conversation with her usual energy, talking about the garden, the kitchen, the old radio she’d gotten working. Courtney listened, offered occasional dry observations, and ate with the unhurried elegance of a woman who’d dined in restaurants that required reservations.

“So,” Tracy said, pouring wine for Courtney and water for herself. “What brings you to the middle of nowhere?”

“Simplicity,” Courtney said. She swirled her wine. “I’ve spent fifteen years in corporate finance. Corner offices with views of other buildings. Meetings that should have been emails. I wanted something quieter.”

“That’s the polite answer,” Tracy said. Not accusatory. Just honest. “What’s the real one?”

Courtney looked at her. Then at me. The scrutiny was back, but different this time. Deeper.

“Ask me when I’m ready to give it,” she said. Her eyes held mine a beat too long.

After dinner, Tracy washed dishes while humming. Courtney dried. I watched them from the doorway, two women as different as sunlight and firelight, working side by side in a kitchen that smelled like roasted garlic and warm wine. The house felt fuller than it had an hour ago. Not just occupied. Inhabited.

Tracy went to bed first. She kissed my cheek on the way past, a calculated performance for Courtney’s benefit. “Goodnight, stud.” She walked down the hall in her sundress, every step slow enough to be a statement, and closed her bedroom door.

Courtney and I were alone.

I went to Harold’s study. It was becoming my nightly routine, the leather chair and the journals and the green lamp. I opened the volume from 1994, the year Harold had the water tested, and began reading.

Courtney appeared in the doorway. She’d changed into something simpler. A silk camisole in charcoal, cotton shorts. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, unguarded. Without the tailored armor of her daytime clothes, she looked softer. Still poised, still careful, but the edge was turned down.

“May I?” She indicated the armchair across from me.

“It’s your house too.”

She lowered herself into the chair with a grace that made the movement look choreographed. She crossed her legs, smoothed the cotton shorts over her thighs, and folded her hands. She looked at the journals surrounding me. At the bookshelves. At the green lamp and Harold’s desk and the room that still smelled faintly of pipe tobacco.

“Your great-uncle lived a remarkable life,” she said.

“He lived in this house for fifty years. That’s all I really know.”

“And the women who came here.” She met my eyes. “I imagine you’ve read about them.”

“You know about the house.”

It wasn’t a question. She didn’t treat it as one.

“My gynecologist, Dr. Kessler, mentioned this property.” Courtney’s voice was steady, each word weighted. “She’s been practicing for thirty years. She told me, quietly, that she’d referred patients here before. Women who’d exhausted every option. IVF failures, unexplained infertility, the ones the medical system had given up on.” Courtney uncrossed and recrossed her legs. The movement was unhurried, precise, a woman entirely in control of her body and its effects. “Every patient she referred here came back pregnant within three months. Every single one.”

The study was quiet. The lamp hummed. Outside, wind moved through the oak trees.

“I’m thirty-eight,” Courtney said. “I was married for ten years to a man who kept postponing fatherhood. Always next year. Always after the next deal closed. I left him at thirty-five when I realized next year was never going to come.” She looked at the bookshelves, not at me. “I tried a sperm bank. I went twice. Both times I sat in the waiting room and felt like I was ordering a child from a catalog. The sterility of it. The anonymity. I wanted warmth. Connection. The real experience, not a clinical approximation.”

She turned her eyes back to me. Brown so deep they were nearly black, and in the lamplight they burned.

“I’m not naive, Caleb. I know what this house is. I know what Harold did here. And I know what I’m asking for.” She paused. The composure didn’t crack but it thinned, and underneath it I could see the hunger she’d been holding back since she walked through the door. “I’m asking you to give me a child.”

The air between us changed. The study felt smaller. The lamp felt brighter. I could smell her, something complex and rich, not coconut-simple like Tracy but layered, dark, like sandalwood and wine.

“Courtney.”

“I evaluated you before I came,” she said. “I watched how you maintain this property. I noticed the repairs you’ve made in the week since I first inquired. I asked Tracy about your character, and she told me more than she probably intended.” A ghost of a smile. “I don’t make impulsive decisions. I’m making a considered one.”

She stood. The camisole shifted with the movement, the silk draping against her breasts, the weight of them visible in the way the fabric hung. She crossed to my chair. Stood over me. Then she leaned down, one hand on each armrest, her face level with mine.

She kissed me.

Slow. Deliberate. Tasting. Her lips were full and soft and she kissed like she did everything else, with intention and depth and a heat that built from underneath. I felt the press of her breasts against my chest, heavy and warm through the thin silk. Her hair fell forward, dark with threads of silver, and the scent of her surrounded me.

She pulled back just enough to look at me. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips slightly parted.

Then she sank to her knees between my legs.

My brain shorted out. Courtney Sable, thirty-eight, controlled, composed, corporate finance, on her knees in Harold’s study with her fingers working my belt.

She unbuckled me with steady hands. No fumbling, no hesitation. She unzipped, reached inside, and freed me. Already rock-hard. She wrapped her fingers around my shaft and the contrast hit me, cool smooth palm against the heat of my cock, and she stroked once, slowly, base to tip, her thumb sweeping over the head where pre-cum had already gathered. She looked at what she’d uncovered with an expression that stripped the control away to reveal something rawer underneath. Hunger.

“You’re not what I expected,” she murmured, her breath warm against the tip. Her thumb traced the underside of the head, feeling the ridge, learning the shape of me with the same focused attention she gave everything.

She took me in her mouth.

Intention. Precision. She took her time. Her lips sealed around me and she descended slowly, her tongue flat against the underside, pressing firm along the sensitive vein as she drew me deeper into the wet heat of her mouth. She pulled back just as slowly, her lips tight, suctioning, and the drag was exquisite. She paused at the tip, swirled her tongue around the head, dipped the point of her tongue into the slit, and then sank back down. Long, measured strokes designed with the sole purpose of taking me apart.

Her dark eyes looked up at me from between my thighs, holding eye contact. The visual branded itself into my brain. Harold’s study, the green lamp, the leather-bound journals, and this polished, silver-streaked woman on her knees with her full lips stretched around my cock, cheeks hollowing as she sucked, raven hair falling forward to brush my thighs. The cool facade she wore like armor was gone, replaced by naked focus and hunger. She hummed low in her throat, and the vibration traveled from the base of my cock up through my entire body and settled somewhere behind my eyes.

I gripped the armrests. The leather creaked under my fingers. She took me deeper, adjusting the angle, tilting her chin, her hand flat on my inner thigh, fingers pressing into the muscle, and I felt the tight resistance of her throat. She didn’t gag. She relaxed and pushed forward, taking me until her nose pressed against my stomach, and then she swallowed. Once. Twice. The muscles of her throat rippling around the head of my cock.

“Courtney.” My voice was wrecked.

She pulled back, letting me slide out to the tip, a thin string of saliva connecting her lower lip to my cock, glistening in the lamplight. Her lips were swollen. Her eyes burned with dark heat. She held my gaze and took me deep again. Over and over, the rhythm building slowly and inexorably, each stroke wetter and tighter than the last. The sound of her mouth on me filled the quiet study, slick and obscene, punctuated by her own soft moans of pleasure. She was enjoying this. Getting off on the taste, the control, the power of reducing me to a white-knuckled mess in Harold’s armchair.

Her free hand slid between my legs and cupped me, rolling gently, adding a layer of sensation that made my toes curl in my boots. The study was silent except for the wet sounds of her mouth, my ragged breathing, and the clock on Harold’s desk ticking steadily. The contrast between the academic calm of the room and the filthy, expert skill of what she was doing was enough to drive a man insane.

She felt the tension building in my thighs, the involuntary thrust of my hips. She pressed her hand flat against my stomach to hold me still. Her eyes found mine again, dark and commanding. She didn’t slow down. She pressed forward, sealed her lips around the base, and sucked with an intensity that whited out my vision.

I came in her mouth. Hard. The first spurt hit the back of her throat and she swallowed it immediately, her throat working, drawing more from me. Pulse after pulse, and she took every one, her lips tight, her tongue pressing against the underside to coax out every drop. Her eyes closed and she made a low sound of satisfaction, a hum of pleasure, like the taste of me was something she’d been craving. She didn’t spill a drop. She swallowed until I was empty and spent, then pulled back slowly, her lips dragging one final time along my length, leaving me slick and trembling.

She rose to her feet in one smooth motion. Wiped the corner of her lip with her thumb. Smoothed her camisole. Looked down at me with an expression that was half-warmth and half-authority.

“That was a preview,” she said. Her voice was low and slightly hoarse. “The rest happens when I’m ready. Not before.”

She turned and left the study. Her hips moved differently from Tracy’s. Not a sway but a glide, controlled, the fabric of her shorts shifting over curves that were wider and fuller and built on a completely different architecture.

I sat in Harold’s chair with my belt undone and my mind blown and a journal open on my lap that I hadn’t read a word of.

I looked at the journal. Opened it to a random page. Harold’s neat handwriting stared back at me: Two arrived this month. They are nothing alike. That seems to be the point.

I closed the journal and buckled my belt. Harold, wherever you are, you could have warned me.


Chapter 6: Her Terms

Tracy was eating cereal when I came downstairs the next morning. She looked up from her bowl with a grin that could have lit the kitchen without electricity.

“So,” she said. “Fun night?”

I poured coffee. “What?”

“Caleb.” She pointed her spoon at me. “The study is directly below my bedroom. Sound travels in old houses. I heard you in there with someone, and unless you’ve developed a very intimate relationship with Harold’s journals, that was Courtney.”

I drank my coffee and said nothing.

“I’m not jealous.” She said it plainly, the way she said everything. “I want you to know that. I was hoping she’d come around.” She crunched her cereal. “I’m not selfish, Caleb. I didn’t come here to monopolize you. I came here to get pregnant. And if this house works the way everyone says it does, then it should work for her too. She deserves it.”

I looked at her. Morning light caught her platinum hair and turned it into a halo. She was in her usual uniform, my t-shirt and boy-shorts, legs and feet bare. But her expression was different from the teasing flirtation that was her default. Sincere. The woman beneath the bimbo presentation. Smart, generous, emotionally aware.

“You’re a better person than most people would be in this situation,” I said.

“I’m a realist,” she said. “Two women, one man, one house with a magic fertility track record. The math isn’t complicated. Either we fight over you, which would suck, or we share you, which means everybody gets what they came for.” She pointed the spoon at me again. “Also, have you seen her? I mean, come on. That woman is unfairly gorgeous. If I wasn’t here for babies I’d consider switching teams.”

I choked on my coffee. Tracy grinned.

“Go fix something,” she said. “You’re sexy when you’re useful.”



The second-floor plumbing had been on my list since day one. The pipe connecting to Courtney’s bathroom was old galvanized steel, corroded on the inside, reducing water pressure to a trickle. Replacing it meant crawling into the space between the first and second floors, which was accessed through a panel in the upstairs hallway closet.

It was tight, dark, and uncomfortable. I stripped down to a tank top because the space was barely wide enough for my shoulders. The old pipe came out in sections, each joint corroded enough that the wrench slipped twice before I got leverage. I had the replacement PEX tubing coiled beside me, along with the compression fittings and a headlamp that kept slipping down my forehead.

Forty minutes in, I heard footsteps in the hallway. Then Courtney’s voice, close to the access panel.

“You look like you could use water.”

I scooted out of the crawl space backward, which was about as dignified as it sounds. Courtney stood in the hallway holding a glass of water. She was dressed for the day in a silk blouse and tailored slacks, her hair sleek, her armor fully reconstructed from whatever had happened in the study last night.

I took the glass. I was covered in dust and sweat, my tank top clinging to my chest, my forearms streaked with grime. I drank the whole glass in one go.

Courtney watched. Her eyes tracked from my hands to my forearms to my shoulders. Not flirtatious. Appraising. The way she’d looked at the house’s foundation.

“You’re very good with your hands,” she said.

The delivery was clinical. A fact, verified through observation, filed under relevant data.

“The pipe should be done by lunch,” I said. “Your water pressure will be better.”

“Thank you.” She took the glass back. Her fingers brushed mine during the handoff. She didn’t pull away immediately. “I appreciate the attention to detail.”

She turned and walked back to her room. Her hips moved in that controlled glide, the slacks draping over curves that were somehow more provocative for being covered. I watched her go, then crawled back into the wall.

The replacement pipe went in cleanly. PEX was easier to work with than galvanized steel, and the compression fittings sealed on the first try. I turned the water back on and tested Courtney’s bathroom faucet. Strong, steady flow. The shower, too. Good pressure, no leaks.

Small victories. The house was coming together one repair at a time.

After the plumbing, I went looking for something I’d noticed during my first tour. Behind the main house, partially hidden by overgrown hedges, there was an outbuilding. Not a garage, though it had a wide door. Something else.

Harold’s workshop.

The door was stuck. I shouldered it open and stepped into a space that made me stop breathing. A full woodworking shop. Workbench along the back wall, heavy and solid, with a built-in vise. Tool pegboard above it, the outlines of tools drawn in marker, each shape labeled in Harold’s neat hand. Band saw. Table saw. Drill press. Most of the power tools were old but looked professional-grade. A lathe in the corner. Shelves of lumber, some of it exotic. Bins of hardware, screws, nails, brackets. A library of the materials needed to maintain or rebuild anything in the house.

Harold had been a craftsman. Not just a handyman. A real woodworker with real tools and real skill. The workshop had been neglected since his death, cobwebs thick, dust on every surface, but the bones were as good as the house. I spent an hour cleaning. Oiled the vise. Tested the power tools. The band saw needed a new blade. The table saw hummed to life on the first try, its motor as solid as the day it was installed.

By mid-afternoon, the workshop was functional. I stood in the doorway and looked at it. This was Harold’s other room. The study was where he thought. This was where he built. And now both were mine.

I heard footsteps behind me. Courtney, appearing at the workshop door. She’d changed. The silk blouse and slacks were gone. She was wearing a wrap dress, deep emerald green, that tied at the waist and draped across her body in a way that made the word “draped” feel inadequate. The dress moved with her. When she breathed, it moved. When she shifted her weight, it moved. The fabric was thin enough to show the outline of what was underneath, and what was underneath was curves and black lace.

“I need you to look at something in my room,” she said.

I followed her inside and up the stairs. Her hips moved ahead of me, the wrap dress swaying with each step, and I watched the way the fabric pulled across her ass, the width of it filling the dress to capacity.

In her room, nothing was broken. The faucet I’d fixed that morning ran perfectly. The light worked. The window opened and closed. She stood by the bed and looked at me.

“Courtney, there’s nothing wrong in here.”

“I know.” She closed the door behind me. The click of the latch was soft and final.

She reached for the tie at her waist and pulled.

The wrap dress fell open. Underneath, she wore black lace. A bra that struggled to contain her, the cups overflowing, her breasts pushed together and upward. Matching panties that sat low on her wide hips. The black against her olive skin was striking, the lace delicate against curves that were anything but.

She sat on the edge of the bed. Her legs parted slightly, knees apart, the wrap dress hanging open around her like a frame. She looked up at me.

“Come here.” Not a request.

I crossed the room. She reached for my belt with steady hands. Unbuckled it. Pulled it free and dropped it on the floor. Unzipped my jeans and pushed them down. She pulled my tank top over my head, and her hands found my chest. She ran them down my body, over the muscle that physical labor had built, her touch unhurried, cataloging.

“Good,” she said, almost to herself. “Very good.”

She pulled me onto the bed. I expected her to position me, and she did. On my back. She straddled me, her thighs pressing against my hips, her weight dropping onto me. She reached behind her and unclasped the bra. Let it fall away.

Her breasts fell free. Heavy, full, natural. Dark nipples, wide areolae, already hard. They hung with just enough weight to shift as she moved above me, and the sight of them was a punch to the solar plexus. She watched me stare. Let me stare. Took her time.

“Touch me,” she said.

My hands found her waist. Slid up her ribs. Cupped her breasts. They spilled over my fingers, heated and impossibly soft, the nipples pressing against my skin. She inhaled sharply through her teeth at the contact, the first crack in the wall she kept around herself.

She ground against me through the lace panties. Slow, grinding circles, pressing her clit against the ridge of my cock, and the friction soaked through the thin fabric. I could feel the heat of her, the wetness spreading a dark stain on the black lace. She reached down and pulled the panties to the side with one finger, not bothering to remove them, and I caught a glimpse of her. Glistening, swollen, the lips of her pussy flushed dark and slick with arousal. She gripped my shaft and positioned me at her entrance.

“Don’t move,” she said. “Let me have this.”

She sank down. Slow. Inch by agonizing inch, her body parting around me, her pussy gripping tight and wet and scorching hot as she descended. Molten pressure, her pussy squeezing me like a fist wrapped in silk. Her head tipped back. A low sound vibrated in her chest, resonant and involuntary, the sound of a woman getting exactly what she wanted. Her breasts rolled with the movement, pendulous, dark nipples tracing patterns in the air as she sank fully, taking me completely to the root.

She pinned my hands above my head, her fingers interlacing with mine, pressing them into the pillow. Her face was close. I could see the fine lines at the corners of her eyes, the crow’s feet that made her look lived-in rather than old, the deep brown of her irises going darker as her pupils swallowed the color. The weight of her pressed into my hips. Substantial. Real. A woman, not a girl, pressing me into the mattress with her body.

She began to move. Slow at first, long rolls of her hips that drew me almost all the way out, the cool air hitting my slick shaft before she pressed back down to the root in one fluid motion. The drag of her walls along my cock was exquisite, every ridge of her gripping me, and she clenched hard on the down-stroke, tightening herself around me with a control that bordered on cruel. The rhythm was torturous and perfect. She was in total command, the pace hers, the angle hers, and every movement showed me what an experienced woman knew about extracting exactly the pleasure she wanted from a man’s body.

Her breasts rocked with each roll, full and mesmerizing, the dark nipples brushing against my chest on the down-stroke. I strained against her hands, wanting to grab her hips, to drive up into that wet heat, and she tightened her grip.

“Not yet.” Her voice was lower than I’d ever heard it. A purr with teeth. “I said let me.”

She released my hands and leaned forward, pressing her chest to my face. I cupped her breasts. They were heavy and feverish in my hands, the skin sinfully soft, and I took a nipple in my mouth. She moaned. The first truly unguarded sound, something she hadn’t planned, hadn’t controlled, ripped from somewhere deep inside her. It broke something in her rhythm, made it faster, less measured, her hips stuttering before finding a new and hungrier pace.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Just like that. Your mouth on me.”

I sucked harder, pulling the stiffened peak between my lips, swirling my tongue around the dark areola, then biting gently. She gasped. Her pussy clenched so hard around me that I nearly came on the spot. I switched to the other breast, giving it the same treatment, and she ground down onto me with urgent, rolling thrusts. Her hands gripped my hair. Her breath came in sharp gasps. The wet sounds of her riding me filled the room, slick and rhythmic, her arousal coating my cock and running down to soak my thighs. The pace escalated from deliberate to desperate, her hips moving in a rhythm that was no longer controlled but animal.

“Give me what I came here for,” she said. Her voice cracked on the last word. “All of it. I want to feel you fill me up.”

“Look at me,” I said. She did. Her eyes were liquid heat, the control stripped away, the woman underneath raw and wanting. “I’m going to breed you, Courtney. I’m going to fill this pussy until you’re dripping.”

A shudder ran through her. Her walls clenched. “Do it.”

I grabbed her hips. She didn’t stop me this time. I planted my feet on the mattress and drove up into her from below, slamming my cock into her so deep her whole body jolted. Her mouth fell open. Her eyes went wide. I matched her rhythm and then broke it, thrusting harder and faster than her rolls could follow, and she surrendered the pace to me, letting me take over, her body bouncing on top of mine. She came with a shuddering clench that gripped me so tight I couldn’t move for a breathless second, her entire body locking, her thighs crushing against my hips. A low cry tore from her throat, one she tried to stifle with her hand and couldn’t. Her pussy spasmed around me in rhythmic, clenching waves, pulling me deeper, drawing me deeper.

The pressure triggered my own release. I drove up into her one final time and held, grinding deep, and the orgasm hit like a wave breaking against stone. My vision tunneled. I was only aware of her body around me, the tight clutch of her, the low moan that tore out of my chest. She stilled above me, her hips locked against mine, and I felt her react to the first pulse. Not in her expression. In her body. Her spine arched. Her fingernails sank into my chest. A whimper escaped her, broken and needy, a sound no amount of self-control could have produced. Her pussy clenched in response to each throb, an involuntary answer, her body pulling everything I gave her deeper.

She stayed on top of me. Didn’t lift off. Kept me buried inside her, her pussy still clenching in slow, possessive waves, squeezing around me, keeping everything I’d given her locked deep. Her head tipped back and she sat like that, astride me, her breasts heaving with her breathing, nipples wet from my mouth, the silver streaks in her hair catching the light from the window. A thin trickle of cum escaped where we were joined, running along my shaft, and she shifted her hips to take me deeper, refusing to let gravity steal what she’d earned.

Then she looked down at me and said one word.

“Good.”

And she smiled. Warm. Real. Unguarded. The first expression I’d seen from her that wasn’t filtered through calculation or restraint. Just a woman who’d gotten what she wanted, looking at the man who’d given it to her.

The careful woman disappeared for a second. Just long enough for me to glimpse someone hungrier in her place.

She rolled off me and lay beside me, propped on one elbow. Her free hand traced a line down my chest, along the ridge of my abdominal muscle, over the jut of my hip. The touch was light, exploratory, curious.

“You surprised me,” she said.

“How?”

“I prepared for this to feel transactional.” She traced a circle on my skin. “Like the sperm bank. Clinical. Efficient. Emotionally hollow.” She stopped the circle and pressed her palm flat against my chest. “It doesn’t feel like that.”

“What does it feel like?”

She considered the question. Really considered it, the way she considered everything, with the weight and care of a woman who’d spent her whole life making careful decisions.

“Like the first warm day after a long winter,” she said. “When you step outside and realize you’d forgotten what the sun felt like.”

I wanted to kiss her. So I did. She let me. Her mouth opened under mine and the kiss was different from the study. Less controlled. More searching. Her hand slid up from my chest to my jaw and held my face while she kissed me, and when she pulled back her eyes were soft and surprised, like she hadn’t expected to feel what she was feeling.

“Stay,” she said.

I stayed.

The afternoon light moved across the ceiling while we lay together. Through the window I could see the garden, the hedges I’d been trimming, the greenhouse with its cracked glass catching the sun. I could have sworn the rosemary Harold had planted was taller than it had been yesterday.

Courtney fell asleep with her head on my chest, her dark hair trailing across my skin. Her breathing slowed and deepened. She was shorter than me by nearly a foot, but the weight of her was real. Dense. Curves and gravity, the body of a woman who occupied space without apology. She felt like gravity against my side.

She shifted in her sleep. Her arm tightened across my chest.


Chapter 7: Three Under One Roof

Two weeks in, and we had a rhythm.

Mornings belonged to the kitchen. Tracy cooked, Courtney made coffee, and I sat between them at the oak table reviewing my renovation list on the notepad that lived in my back pocket. The notepad was filling up, items crossed off as fast as I could add new ones. Completed items got a single line through them. Never erased. I liked seeing the evidence of progress.

Tracy’s coffee was too sweet. Courtney’s was black. I drank mine somewhere in between, and the compromise felt like a metaphor for everything happening in the house.

“Floor day,” I said, scanning the list.

“What’s that mean?” Tracy asked, flipping a pancake.

“The main hallway. The hardwood underneath the old runner is gorgeous but the finish is shot. Needs sanding and restaining.”

Courtney looked up from her French press. “That’s a multi-day project.”

“I’ll start this morning. Should have the first coat of stain down by tonight.”

“That means the hall will be off-limits while it dries,” Courtney said. She sipped her coffee. “We’ll have to use the back stairs.”

“Or we could just not wear shoes,” Tracy said. “I never wear shoes anyway.”

“That’s not how wood stain works,” Courtney said.

“Is it flammable? I feel like it’s flammable.”

“It is flammable.”

“Sexy,” Tracy said.

I finished my coffee and got to work.

But first, a moment that caught me off guard.

Tracy was clearing the breakfast dishes. Courtney was drying. They’d developed this routine without discussion, the way people do when they share a space. Tracy washed because she liked the warm water. Courtney dried because she couldn’t stand the sight of dishes sitting wet in a rack. Neither had acknowledged the arrangement aloud but it was as fixed as the walls.

“I’ve been thinking about the nursery,” Tracy said, scrubbing a pan. She said it casually, like she was mentioning the weather.

Courtney’s hand paused on the plate she was drying. Just for a second. Then the cloth moved again. “You’re not pregnant yet.”

“I know. But when I am.” Tracy rinsed the pan and set it on the rack. “The room next to Caleb’s. It gets morning light. Harold used it as a linen closet but it’s a real bedroom, just small. Perfect for a nursery.”

Courtney set the dried plate in the cabinet. Precise. Aligned with the others. “That’s practical thinking.”

“I have my moments.” Tracy bumped Courtney’s hip with her own as she reached for the drying rack. The contact was easy, unforced. Courtney didn’t move away from it. “What about you? When you’re pregnant. Where do you want the nursery?”

Courtney was quiet for three full seconds. I counted them from the doorway. Then she said, “I hadn’t let myself think about it.”

“Start thinking,” Tracy said. She handed Courtney a wet glass. “This house has fourteen bedrooms. There’s room for everybody.”

Courtney dried the glass. Set it in the cabinet. Looked at Tracy with an expression I hadn’t seen before. Gratitude, maybe. Or surprise at being offered a kindness she hadn’t expected and didn’t know how to receive.

“The room across from the nursery,” Courtney said. “If we’re being practical.”

Tracy grinned. “We’re being practical.”

They finished the dishes in comfortable silence. The kitchen smelled like coffee and dishwater. And something between the two of them had shifted without my involvement, a bridge built by soap and water and a shared willingness to imagine a future in this house.

I took my renovation list and headed for the hallway.

Sanding hardwood on your hands and knees is meditation. The orbital sander hummed against the old boards, stripping away decades of scuffed finish and revealing the grain underneath. Oak, tight and golden, with the kind of figure that modern flooring couldn’t replicate. I worked in sections, starting at the front door and moving toward the back of the hall, the dust collecting in my hair and settling on my bare arms.

I’d stripped to a tank top within the first twenty minutes. The work was hot, the sander vibrating through my shoulders and forearms, sweat beading on the back of my neck. The house was stuffy from the closed windows. Spring sun came through the hallway glass and lit the dust motes like gold.

Tracy found me first. She came down the stairs in a bikini, a green number that looked like it had been purchased by someone with smaller ambitions. The top barely contained her, the triangles of fabric fighting a losing battle, her breasts spilling over the edges. She carried a glass of lemonade.

“Thought you might be thirsty,” she said. She stood over me while I knelt on the floor, and from my angle the view up was criminal. Long tanned legs, the curve of her hips, the underside of her breasts where the bikini failed. She knew exactly where my eyes were. She stretched, arms overhead, and the bikini top shifted dangerously. “It’s so hot in here.”

“The sander generates heat,” I said, because apparently I responded to attractive women by providing technical specifications.

“I bet it does.” She set the lemonade on the windowsill and walked away, her ass swaying in the bikini bottom, each step a slow, rolling strut she didn’t bother pretending was accidental.

Courtney appeared an hour later. She’d settled on the stairs with a book, a thick hardcover with a title I couldn’t read from my position. She sat three steps up, legs crossed, a reading posture that should have been casual. But she’d changed into a skirt. A knee-length linen skirt that rode up when she crossed her legs, revealing the smooth olive skin of her inner thigh. She glanced at me over the top of her book. Once. The way a cat glances at something interesting before pretending it hasn’t noticed.

I sanded. They orbited. The house was close, the dust was golden, and I was acutely aware of being watched by two women who had very different ways of showing it. Tracy, bright and direct, bringing lemonade and standing too close. Courtney, contained and strategic, positioning herself in my sightline and letting the view speak for itself.

By early afternoon, the sanding was done. I swept the dust into piles and carried it outside in trash bags. The bare wood underneath was beautiful. Close-grained red oak, harvested from old-growth forests a century ago. Each board was wider than anything you’d find in a lumber yard today, some of them twelve inches across, and the grain patterns were unique. I ran my hand along the surface and felt the smoothness, the years of footsteps worn away, the wood underneath still sound and alive.

The stain went on next. I’d chosen a warm honey color from the samples at Brickman’s, close to what I imagined the original finish had been. I worked with a wide brush, drawing it along the grain in long even strokes, and the color came up rich and deep, transforming the scarred pale wood into something alive and breathing. The hallway smelled like linseed and turpentine. The floors gleamed wet in the afternoon light pouring through the windows, and the transformation was dramatic enough that I stood up at the far end and looked back at the work with something that might have been pride.

The hallway connected the front entrance to the back of the house, passing both wings and the staircase. It was the spine of the building. Every room opened off of it. Every person who lived here would walk it daily. Getting it right mattered.

I was letting the first coat dry when Tracy and Courtney came downstairs together. They’d been upstairs for the past hour, doing something I hadn’t been invited to. They stood at the edge of the wet stain and looked at the hallway.

“Oh, Caleb.” Tracy’s hand went to her mouth. “It’s gorgeous.”

Courtney said nothing for a moment. She crouched and ran her finger along a dry edge. Looked at the color, the consistency, the way the grain showed through.

“You matched the original stain,” she said. “How did you know what color it was?”

“I found a sample under the stairs where the runner overlapped.” I showed her the scrap of original flooring I’d pulled up. “Matched it at the hardware store.”

She stood. Looked at me with an expression that went beyond professional approval. Warmth, unguarded and brief.

“That’s attention to detail most contractors wouldn’t bother with,” she said.

“He’s not a contractor,” Tracy said. “He’s an artist who works with wood instead of paint.”

“I’m a guy with a sander and a YouTube subscription,” I said.

They both ignored the self-deprecation. Tracy found reasons to walk back and forth across the kitchen, which shared a sightline with the hallway, glancing at the wet floors each time like she was checking on a cake in the oven. Courtney poured a glass of wine and sat at the kitchen table, looking at the hallway through the doorway with an expression that I was starting to recognize as her version of being pleased.

Afternoon drifted into evening. I made a second pass on sections where the stain had absorbed unevenly, evening out the color. The light changed as the sun moved, turning the wet floors from honey to amber to gold.



Tracy’s towel slip happened at six in the evening.

She’d taken a bath, one of her long soaking sessions with music playing on her phone. I was working on the baseboard trim in the hallway, the section near the bathroom door, when I heard the water drain and the bathroom door open.

She walked into the hall wearing a towel. Just a towel, wrapped loosely around her chest, barely reaching mid-thigh. Her hair was wet and dark from the water, platinum turned to gold, dripping onto her shoulders. Her skin was flushed pink from the hot bath. The towel was losing its grip before she’d taken three steps.

It slipped.

Not dramatically, not a full drop, but enough. The tuck above her breasts loosened and the towel slid down, exposing the full upper curve of her chest, her breasts nearly falling free. She caught it at the last second, one hand clutching the terrycloth to her sternum, and the catch was too slow and too casual to be genuine.

She stopped in the hallway and stretched. Arms reaching for the ceiling, standing on her toes, the towel riding up in the back to show the full underside of her ass. She held the pose. Counted to three. Bent at the waist to adjust the towel, slowly, and the view from behind was everything.

I was kneeling at the baseboard with a nail gun. I’d forgotten the nail gun existed.

Courtney’s door was open. Not wide, but enough. I could see movement inside. The corner of her bed, the edge of her armchair. She was in there. She could see the hallway. She could see Tracy.

Tracy knew it. That was the point.

She straightened up, rewrapped the towel with practiced incompetence, and caught my eye. The grin was back. The one that made you feel like you’d already agreed to something you hadn’t been asked yet. She winked.

“Butterfingers,” she said.

She walked to her room at the end of the hall, her hips swaying, water droplets trailing down her calves. She didn’t hurry. She didn’t cover up. She took her time, and the hallway, with its freshly stained floors and its honeyed evening light, became a runway.

Her door closed behind her.

I looked at Courtney’s door. The gap had widened by an inch. From inside, I heard the soft sound of a book closing.



Evening. I was back in the hallway, finishing the baseboard trim. The stain was dry enough to kneel on if I was careful. I worked with a finish nailer, tacking the trim pieces into place, filling the gaps with wood putty, sanding the edges smooth. Satisfying work. Precise work. Work that shut off the part of my brain trying to analyze the social dynamics of living with two women who both wanted me to get them pregnant.

Tracy found me at nine. She was wearing a thin nightgown, white cotton, knee-length, and nothing underneath. The fabric was sheer enough that I could see the shadow of her nipples and the dark triangle below. She’d left her hair down, still slightly damp from the bath.

She stood at the end of the hallway and looked at me. I was kneeling, nail gun in hand, sawdust on my jeans. The hallway was dim, just the fixture I’d replaced casting amber light. The floors gleamed under their new stain.

“Take a break,” she said.

She walked toward me. Barefoot on the new floor, her steps silent, the nightgown drifting around her thighs. She stopped in front of me and put her hand on my shoulder. I stood. She pulled me to standing by my belt.

“Tracy.”

“Shh.” She pressed her back against the hallway wall. The plaster was cool and old, the wallpaper textured under her shoulder blades. She reached for my belt with both hands, unbuckled it with an urgency that was anything but casual, unzipped, and pulled my cock free. She stroked me once, her hand steady and sure, her blue eyes holding mine the whole time, daring me to stop her. “I want you. Right here. Right now.”

“Courtney’s door is open.”

“I know.” She said it like a confession and a dare at the same time, her voice dropping lower, her grip tightening. She pulled me closer by the waistband and kissed me, hard, her tongue finding mine, her body arching off the wall to press against me. She lifted one leg and hooked it around my hip, the nightgown riding up to her waist. Bare underneath. I gripped her thigh and felt the heat radiating from between her legs. When my fingers brushed her pussy, she was drenched. Slick and swollen, her clit hard against my fingertips.

“I want her to hear,” Tracy whispered against my mouth. “Every sound. Every word. I want her to know exactly what’s happening out here. I want her lying in that bed listening to the sound of you fucking me against this wall.”

I lifted her. Both hands under her bare ass, her legs wrapping around my waist, her back sliding up the wall. The nightgown bunched uselessly between us. I angled my hips and pressed against her entrance, her wetness coating the head of my cock. I pushed inside, and the noise she made shattered the silence of the hallway, a gasp that became a moan that bounced off the gleaming hardwood and the high plaster ceiling and traveled down the corridor like a thrown stone.

“Yes,” she moaned. Loud. Intentionally, performatively loud. “Oh god, Caleb. You’re so deep.”

I pinned her against the wall and drove into her. Hard, fast, the rhythm urgent and relentless. The sheer nightgown had ridden up to her ribs, her breasts bouncing free beneath the thin fabric with each thrust, nipples pressing through the cotton with each impact. She clawed at my back, her nails raking through my shirt hard enough to leave welts, and the sounds she made filled the hallway. The wet slap of my cock driving into her pussy. Her moans, escalating with each stroke. The creak of old plaster behind her.

The high ceiling, the bare hardwood, the plaster walls. Every moan amplified. Every wet sound of my body slamming into hers echoed and doubled and carried through every open door on the floor. Tracy was loud on purpose, her voice pitched to travel, and the house turned her into a one-woman concert of raw, unfiltered pleasure.

“Harder,” she panted. “Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop. I want the whole house to know.”

I shifted my grip on her ass, spreading her wider, and plunged deeper. The angle changed and she cried out, a sharp, broken sound that she didn’t try to contain. The scream came out raw and full and it rolled down the corridor like thunder.

“Breed me,” she gasped, her voice cracking with need. “Right here in the hallway. Breed me, Caleb. I want your cum deep inside me. Every drop. Don’t you dare waste any.”

“Louder,” I growled against her throat, my teeth scraping her neck. “Let her hear exactly who this pussy belongs to.”

Tracy threw her head back against the wall. “Yours. This is yours. All of me is yours.”

I could feel myself throbbing inside her with each thrust, feel the slick grip of her tightening around me as she climbed toward the edge. She was so wet I could hear it, the obscene sound of my cock driving into her soaked pussy louder than either of us. Her thighs trembled against my hips. Her nails bit deeper into my back.

She came with a sound that was halfway between a sob and a scream, raw and unrestrained, ripping through the hallway. Her whole body shook. Her pussy clamped down on me in pulsing spasms, tight enough to pull me over the edge with her. Her legs locked around my waist so hard I couldn’t have pulled out if I’d tried, her heels grinding into my lower back, forcing me as deep as her body could take.

I buried myself to the hilt and came. The orgasm blinded me. I pressed her against the wall, my forehead dropping to her shoulder, and the only sounds were my ragged breathing and the soft, wet pulse of my cock emptying into her. She held on. Her face was buried in my neck. She didn’t speak, didn’t moan, just made a quiet, satisfied sound with each wave of warmth that flooded her, her body drawing me tighter, her walls contracting in slow, greedy pulls that coaxed everything from me until I had nothing left.

“Yes,” she breathed into my neck. “I can feel it. All that cum inside me. Don’t waste a single drop.”

I stayed buried in her, both of us breathing hard, my arms trembling from holding her weight. The hallway was silent except for our ragged breaths and the quiet sounds of the house. I could feel my cum leaking around my softening cock, slick against my skin. Her legs slowly unlocked from around my waist, and I lowered her until her bare feet touched the freshly stained hardwood.

She leaned against the wall and grinned up at me. Flushed, sweaty, the nightgown twisted and damp, her hair wild. She looked like a woman who’d gotten exactly what she wanted and would be back for more tomorrow.

I looked down the hallway toward Courtney’s room.

Her door was slightly more open than it had been before. A strip of light spilled out onto the floor. The gap was maybe four inches, just enough for a line of sight from the bed inside to the hallway where we stood.

I felt my pulse pick up. She’d been there. Listening. Maybe watching.

Tracy followed my gaze and her mouth curved. Not embarrassment. Satisfaction. The exhibitionism wasn’t just about being seen. It was about the effect of being seen. The knowledge that Courtney had heard everything, possibly witnessed it, and the door opening wider instead of closing, that was Tracy’s real orgasm.

“Goodnight, stud.” She kissed my jaw and walked to her room, the nightgown riding high, not bothering to fix it. She didn’t look back.

I walked past Courtney’s door on the way to my room. Through the gap I caught the briefest glimpse of her. Sitting in her armchair, the book in her lap, her silk camisole loose around her shoulders. Her chest was flushed pink, visible even in the low light. Her breathing was slightly fast.

She looked up as I passed. Our eyes met through the four-inch gap. She held the contact for two seconds. Then she reached for the door and pulled it slowly, deliberately, almost closed.

Almost.


Chapter 8: What She Wants

Courtney was quiet at breakfast.

Not her usual quiet, the deliberate, measured silence of a woman choosing her words. This was absence. I noticed it the moment I sat down. She sat in her usual spot, French press coffee, black, her posture as precise as ever. But the rhythm was off. She stirred her coffee without drinking it. She answered Tracy’s chatter with monosyllables. She stared out the kitchen window at the garden with an expression I couldn’t parse.

Tracy noticed too. She caught my eye across the table while Courtney was staring at nothing and mouthed two words: Talk. To. Her.

After breakfast, Tracy pulled me into the pantry. The space was narrow and lined with shelves, barely room for two people, and she pressed close to me to keep her voice low.

“She needs you tonight,” Tracy said. “Not like I do. Different.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean something’s going on in her head and she won’t talk about it until she’s ready, and she won’t be ready until she feels safe, and you’re the one who makes her feel safe.” She put her hand on my chest. “Go to her tonight. Not for sex. Not for breeding. For her. Let her tell you what’s heavy.”

“Since when are you the relationship counselor?”

“Since I started paying attention to people instead of my own reflection.” She grinned, but it was softer than usual. “I’m good at this, Caleb. I see things. And what I see is a woman who’s spent her whole life controlling everything and now she’s in a house that doesn’t operate on logic and she doesn’t know what to do with that.”

She kissed my cheek and left the pantry. I stood among the canned goods and flour and thought about how often I underestimated her.



The fireplace was the day’s project.

The living room fireplace was the heart of the house. A massive stone hearth, floor to ceiling, with a mantel carved from a single piece of limestone. The firebox was deep enough to hold logs the size of my arm. The flue was original, brick-lined, and caked with decades of soot and creosote. The grate was cast iron, cracked, sitting in a bed of cold ash that hadn’t been cleaned in years.

I started with the ash. Scooped it out by the bucketful, the grey powder rising in clouds that turned the living room hazy. Then the grate. The crack ran through the center, a stress fracture from thermal cycling. I’d ordered a replacement from an online supplier, heavy-duty cast iron sized to fit the firebox. It had arrived yesterday in a box that weighed thirty pounds.

The flue was the real work. I covered the furniture with drop cloths, taped plastic sheeting over the opening, and went to the roof. The chimney cap was missing, which explained the bird nest I found lodged at the top of the flue. I cleared it, then ran a chimney brush down from the top, working it in long strokes. Black flakes of creosote rained down into the firebox. The brush scraped and hissed against the brick. My arms burned from the overhead work.

Back inside, I repointed the cracked firebricks along the back wall, mixing refractory mortar and pressing it into the joints with a trowel. Three bricks had stress fractures from decades of thermal cycling. I chipped out the worst ones and replaced them with firebrick I’d ordered from a masonry supplier online. Then I installed the new grate, cleared the creosote debris, and tested the draft. I crumpled newspaper, lit it, and held the flame at the flue opening. The smoke rose straight up, clean and strong.

I built a small fire. Kindling first, then split logs from a stack I’d found under a tarp behind the workshop. The wood was dry, seasoned, and it caught fast. Flames climbed the logs and the firebox filled with light. The crackle and pop of burning wood filled the living room for the first time since Harold had died.

The room transformed. The firelight reached the corners, softened the edges, turned the old wallpaper from shabby to atmospheric. The bookshelves flanking the hearth cast deep shadows. The mantel’s carved limestone caught the firelight and glowed amber. The room went from dead to alive in the space of a match strike.

I stood back and felt the heat on my face. The house made a sound I hadn’t heard before. A low, almost subliminal hum, like the building itself was resonating with the heat.

The living room fireplace. The heart of the house. Beating again.



Dinner was quiet. Tracy made soup, a thick minestrone that filled the kitchen with garlic and tomato. Courtney ate slowly. She complimented the soup but didn’t elaborate. Tracy carried the conversation like she always did, light and quick, bouncing from topic to topic.

After dinner, Courtney helped Tracy clear the dishes. They’d developed a routine: Tracy washed, Courtney dried. I watched them from my usual spot in the doorway. Two women, utterly different, working side by side with the comfortable efficiency of people who’d figured out how to share a space without collision.

Tracy went to bed early. “I’m exhausted,” she said, stretching in a way that was probably unnecessary but visually spectacular. “Goodnight, you two.” She climbed the stairs and her door closed.

Courtney found me in the hallway. I was carrying an armful of firewood to the living room, stacking it beside the hearth. She stood in the doorway in her silk camisole and cotton shorts. Her hair was loose around her shoulders. She looked smaller without her daytime clothes. Softer.

“Can I talk to you?” she said.

“Of course.”

“Not here.” She looked at the hallway, where the acoustics carried everything. “My room.”

I followed her upstairs. In her room, she sat on the bed. Not her usual poised positioning. She just sat, legs folded under her, hands in her lap. The bedside lamp threw amber light across her face, softening the angles.

“Close the door,” she said.

I did.

She was quiet for a long moment. The walls of the room seemed to breathe around us, the old plaster humming with radiator heat. Through the window, the half-moon lit the garden.

“I was married for ten years,” she said. “You know that. What you don’t know is what ten years of waiting does to a person.”

She looked at her hands.

“Daniel was brilliant. Everyone said so. Brilliant at his job, brilliant in meetings, brilliant at cocktail parties where he’d charm entire rooms. What he wasn’t brilliant at was being present.” Her voice was steady. Each word measured. But underneath the measurement, grief was pressing against the composure like water against a dam. “I told him I wanted children when I was twenty-eight. He said next year. I was twenty-nine, he said after the Singapore expansion. Thirty-one, he said after the IPO. Thirty-three, he said after the restructure.”

She smoothed the cotton shorts over her thighs. The gesture was automatic. Smoothing, straightening, controlling the surfaces.

“By thirty-five I realized I’d been negotiating with someone who was never going to say yes. Not because he didn’t want children. Because he didn’t want anything that couldn’t be scheduled, optimized, and delegated to someone else.” She looked up at me. Her eyes were wet but the tears hadn’t fallen. “I wasted my best years waiting for someone who was never really there. I’m not waiting anymore.”

I sat beside her on the bed. Close but not touching. Giving her space.

“The sperm bank was horrible,” she said. “Two visits. Both times I sat in a waiting room with fluorescent lights and a clipboard and a catalog of anonymous donors with their height and eye color and SAT scores. Like ordering a child from a database. I cried in the parking lot both times. Not because I was sad. Because I was angry. Because this wasn’t how it was supposed to be.”

Her hand found mine. Not reaching, just finding its way there.

“Dr. Kessler mentioned this place. She was careful about it. Said she couldn’t explain it and wouldn’t try. But she’d seen results she couldn’t account for.” Courtney’s fingers tightened around mine. “I came here expecting a transaction. Rent, biology, a result. I came here expecting to feel nothing.”

She turned to look at me. The firelight from downstairs was gone, but the amber lamplight and the glow of moonlight lit her in soft tones. Her dark eyes were luminous.

“I don’t feel nothing, Caleb.”

I took her other hand. She let me. Her palms were cool and trembling slightly, the only sign that the calm was costing her something.

“I want to feel life here.” She took my hand and pressed it flat against her stomach. The skin was smooth and taut through the thin cotton of her shorts. “I want you to put it there.”

She pulled me down to her. The kiss was different from every other kiss she’d given me. Not controlled. Not measured. Needy. Her mouth opened under mine and she kissed me like she was drowning and I was air. Her hands found my face and held it, and I felt the wetness of tears on her cheeks.

I undressed her gently. No wrap dress tonight. No black lace. Just the silk camisole, which I lifted over her head, and the cotton shorts, which I slid down her hips. Simple. Honest. The woman underneath everything.

Her body in the lamplight was a landscape. Olive skin, flushed pink across her chest. Her full breasts, dark-nippled, rising and falling with her quickened breath. The wide hips, the full thighs, the narrow waist creating curves that my hands wanted to trace and never stop tracing.

I kissed her neck. Her collarbone. The valley between her breasts. She sighed and threaded her fingers through my hair, guiding me lower with a gentle pressure that wasn’t commanding but asking.

“Just be here,” she whispered. “Just be here with me.”

I laid her back on the pillows. Her dark hair spread across the white cotton. I undressed while she watched, her eyes tracking my body with the same careful attention she gave everything, but hungrier now. Wanting.

I settled over her. Missionary. Her request, unspoken but clear in the way she pulled me down, the way she opened her thighs around my hips, the way she wanted my weight on her, my body covering hers, my face above hers where she could look into my eyes and know this was real. The contact of her skin against mine was electric. Her breasts pressed against my chest, soft and heavy, her dark nipples hard against my skin.

I reached between us and took myself in hand. She was wet, slick against my fingers when I traced her slit, and the moan she released at even that light contact told me how long she’d been building to this. I pressed the head of my cock against her entrance, parting her folds, and pushed in slowly. Inch by inch.

She exhaled long and shuddering, her eyes closing, her hands gripping my shoulders hard enough to bruise. The sensation of entering her was overwhelming. Tight, wet, the tight velvet pressure of her seeming to pulse with her heartbeat. She moved her hips in a slow circle as I bottomed out, drawing me that final half-inch deeper, and a tremor ran through both of us.

“Slow,” she said. Her voice was barely there. “Don’t rush. I want to feel every second of you.”

I gave her slow. Long, deep strokes that drew all the way out until just the tip remained inside her, letting her feel the loss before pressing all the way back in, filling her completely. Each thrust was a full sentence. She was wet enough that I could hear it, a soft, slick sound with every stroke, intimate in the quiet room. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her heels on my lower back, setting the pace by pulling me in rhythm with her breathing. Pull. Thrust. Hold. The grip of her pussy tightening around me at the deepest point before releasing as I withdrew.

“Breed me, baby.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, low and raw, and the word “baby” carried a weight that Tracy’s never did. From Courtney, thirty-eight, experienced, precise, the word was both maternal and desperate. A woman who knew exactly what she wanted, addressing the man she’d chosen to give it to her. “Fill me up. I want to carry your child. I want your cum inside me. Deep.”

My cock throbbed inside her at the words. I pressed deeper, angling my hips, grinding against her clit on the downstroke. She gasped, her back arching off the mattress, her breasts pressing up against my chest. Her hands slid down to my hips and pulled. Closer. Deeper. Her fingernails sank into the muscle of my ass, urging me on.

“Baby, please.” The careful voice broke wide open. What came through was raw and aching and beautiful, stripped of every defense she’d ever built. “Give me what I need. I want your seed. Every drop. Don’t hold anything back.”

“I’ve got you,” I murmured against her temple, my lips brushing the silver at her hairline. “I’m going to put a baby in you, Courtney. Right here. Right now. I’m going to fill you up until you’re overflowing.”

A sound escaped her that was half sob, half moan. Her pussy clenched around me hard enough to stop my breath. Her hips rolled against mine with a new urgency, meeting each slow thrust with a grinding pressure that was desperate and graceful at once.

I felt her tighten around me. The slow build that had been gathering from the very first stroke coalesced into a crest, and I watched her face as it broke. Her eyes opened wide, locked on mine, refusing to look away, and her mouth fell open in a silent cry that became a shuddering, broken moan. Her body clenched around me in deep, rhythmic waves, her pussy pulling me deeper with each contraction, and her legs locked at the small of my back with a pressure that was inescapable. Her thighs trembled against my hips. Her walls squeezed and released and squeezed again, milking my cock, and the feeling of her coming around me was the most intimate thing I’d ever experienced.

I followed her over. Pressed as deep as I could go, my forehead against hers, I came inside her. Wave after wave, each spasm pumping more of me into her. She felt every spurt. I could see it register on her face. Each pulse brought a small widening of her eyes, a catch of breath, a softening of her expression as she felt my cum flooding into her, hot and deep. Her legs pulled me impossibly closer, her heels grinding into my back, her pussy clenching around me with each throb, keeping me sealed inside her, not letting a single drop escape.

“Stay,” she breathed. “Don’t move. Don’t pull out. Stay inside me.”

I stayed. My weight on her, her legs locked around me, my cock still inside her, pulsing with the last aftershocks, softening slowly in the slick heat of her body. I could feel my cum pooled deep in her, could feel her body still squeezing in slow, possessive contractions, holding it there. She stroked my hair. Long, gentle passes of her fingers from my forehead to the back of my skull. The gesture was tender in a way that made my chest ache.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For not making this clinical.”

“It was never going to be clinical with you.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she laughed. Low and surprised, like she’d caught herself feeling a tenderness she hadn’t budgeted for. The sound was better than her smile.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “You’re wondering if Tracy and I can coexist. If this arrangement can work without someone getting hurt.”

I hadn’t been thinking that, actually. I’d been thinking about how right this felt. How the warmth of her against me was its own language, separate and complete.

“It can work,” she said, answering her own question. “Because I’m not competing with her. She has what I don’t have, and I have what she doesn’t. I’ve spent fifteen years in corporate finance. I know how partnerships function. The ones that fail are the ones where everyone tries to be the same thing. The ones that succeed are the ones where each person fills a different role.”

She looked at me with those bottomless dark eyes.

“Tracy fills this house with sunshine. She makes everything bright and warm and loud. That’s essential. But someone has to build the structure that holds the sunshine. That’s what I do.”

I kissed her forehead. She closed her eyes.

“When do you get your bloodwork done?” she asked. The shift from vulnerability to practicality was pure Courtney.

“Next week. Standard panel plus a fertility workup.”

“And if they’re perfectly normal?”

I propped myself on one elbow. “What do you mean?”

“Harold was tested. Normal. The water was tested. Normal. The soil. Normal.” She looked at me steadily. “What if the answer isn’t something you can measure?”

“Then what is it?”

“I don’t know.” She pressed her hand against my chest. “But maybe the house does.”

Courtney’s breathing slowed. She was falling asleep. Her hand on my chest grew heavier, her grip relaxing. She murmured something I didn’t catch. Then she was gone.

I followed her.


Chapter 9: Normal

The clinic waiting room smelled like hand sanitizer and old magazines. I sat in a plastic chair under fluorescent lights, filling out a medical history form that asked me questions I didn’t know the answers to. Family history of heart disease? I didn’t know. My father left when I was six and my mother’s side of the family operated on a strict don’t-discuss-it policy regarding health. Harold, the only other Reeves I could account for, had apparently been in perfect health until he wasn’t.

I’d driven to town for the bloodwork appointment that Courtney had insisted on scheduling. Routine panel plus a fertility workup. My regular doctor, a tired man named Petersen who practiced out of a converted house near the town square, had agreed to add the fertility tests without much questioning. “Curiosity,” I’d told him. He’d shrugged. In a town this small, I suspected he knew exactly which house I’d inherited, and the curiosity ran both ways.

The phlebotomist was quick. Three vials, a cotton ball taped to the inside of my elbow, and I was back in my truck within twenty minutes. On the drive home, I thought about Harold’s journals. He’d been tested too. 1997, by a Dr. Varga. Blood panel, hormone levels, sperm analysis. Everything within normal ranges. Average count. Average motility. Nothing remarkable about his biology.

I thought about what Courtney had said last night, her hand on my chest in the dark. What if the answer isn’t something you can measure?

The driveway unfurled through the oak tunnel. Afternoon light dappled the cracked gravel. The house appeared at the end, as it always did, larger than memory prepared me for. I parked and sat for a moment with the engine off. The house was quiet. Warm. The new roof flashing caught the sun. The kitchen windows were open, curtains moving in the breeze.

The air felt charged. Not wrong. Electric.

Inside, Tracy was nowhere to be found. The kitchen was clean, breakfast dishes done, a plate of cookies on the counter that she must have baked that morning. I called her name. No answer from the ground floor.

I went upstairs. Her bedroom door was open. Empty.

The bathroom. The door was closed. I knocked.

“In here.” Her voice was strange. Tight and high, like she was holding something in her throat that was too big for the space.

“Tracy? You okay?”

“Come in.”

I opened the door. She was sitting on the bathroom floor, legs crossed, her back against the clawfoot tub. She was wearing one of my t-shirts and nothing else. Her platinum hair was tangled. Her face was wet. In her hands, she held a small white stick.

“Tracy.”

She looked up at me. Her blue eyes were red-rimmed and shining, tears tracking down her cheeks, and her mouth was doing something I’d never seen. Trembling. Not with sadness. With the effort of containing an emotion too large for her face.

“I missed my period three days ago,” she said. “So I took a test.” She held it up. “It’s positive.”

The word hit me like a physical impact. Positive. Two pink lines on a piece of plastic that meant everything she’d been chasing for three years was finally, impossibly, real.

“Are you sure?” I crouched in front of her.

“I took three.” She pointed to the counter. Two more tests sat on the porcelain, both showing matching lines. “Positive. Positive. Positive.”

I didn’t know what to say. She didn’t need me to say anything. She threw her arms around my neck and pulled me down to the bathroom floor with her and sobbed. Not the pretty crying of movies. The ugly, heaving, full-body crying of a woman whose body had been telling her no for three years and finally, finally said yes.

“Three years,” she choked into my neck. “Three years, Caleb. Two IVF rounds. Ten thousand dollars. And a house in the countryside with a twenty-two-year-old who fixed my sink did what the best fertility clinics in the state couldn’t.”

I held her. My arms around her, her body shaking, her tears soaking my collar. The bathroom tile was cold under my knees. The faucet I’d fixed dripped once, like punctuation.

“My body works,” she whispered. “It actually works.”

I held her tighter. The relief in her voice was the most honest sound I’d ever heard. Every negative test, every needle, every sterile waiting room and pitying doctor had been building toward this moment. Every month of doubt about the body she’d always trusted. And now this. A white stick on a bathroom floor telling her she was whole.

She pulled back and wiped her face with the hem of my shirt. Her mascara was everywhere. She was the most beautiful mess I’d ever seen.

“I want to tell you properly,” she said. “Not in the bathroom. In the garden. Where Harold’s herbs are growing. Where the house feels most alive.”



The garden had been my project for the past week. Decades of overgrowth, ivy and weeds and volunteer trees choking the original plantings. I’d been clearing it section by section, and underneath the chaos I’d found Harold’s herb garden. Raised beds made of stone, still defined despite the years. Lavender that had spread into thick bushes. Rosemary, tall and woody. Thyme creeping between the stones. Sage, mint, basil survivors. Plants that had outlasted neglect and winter and the absence of the man who’d planted them.

The greenhouse stood at the back of the garden, glass panels cracked but the structure intact. I’d propped the door open and let air circulate through the iron frame. The inside smelled like sun-baked soil and green things growing.

Tracy led me by the hand to the stone bench near the greenhouse. The bench faced the estate, and from here the house looked like something from a painting. Afternoon light on the restored siding, the kitchen windows open, smoke from the fireplace test I’d run yesterday still faintly visible at the chimney.

She sat me down and stood in front of me. She held up the test. The two pink lines were bright in the sunlight.

“I’m pregnant,” she said. “Your baby. In this house. After everything that didn’t work, this worked. You and this house.”

I took the test from her hand. The plastic was still heated from her grip. I looked at the lines, and the reality of it landed on me like weight. Not burden. Substance. Something solid and undeniable.

“Come here,” I said.

She sat in my lap on the stone bench and I held her. Her head on my shoulder, her body warm against mine, her bare legs across my thighs. She cried again, but quieter now. The waves had spent themselves. What was left was a trembling, wide-open relief that radiated from her like heat.

“Thank you,” she said into my neck. “For saying okay that first day. For not thinking I was crazy.”

“You weren’t crazy.”

“I was a little crazy.” She laughed, wet and bright. “I drove across the state to sleep with a stranger in a fertility mansion. That’s objectively insane.”

“It worked.”

“It worked.” She pressed her hand to her stomach. “It worked.”



The bloodwork results arrived by email at four in the afternoon.

I opened them at the kitchen table. Courtney sat beside me, close enough that her shoulder pressed against mine. Tracy leaned against the counter, still radiating, her hand drifting to her stomach every few minutes like she was checking that the reality was still there.

I scrolled through the report. Complete blood count: within normal limits. Metabolic panel: within normal limits. Thyroid function: normal. Hormone panel: testosterone within normal range for my age. FSH, LH: normal.

The fertility workup. Semen analysis summary.

Sperm count: 43 million per milliliter. Normal range: 15 million and above. Dead center of the bell curve. Motility: 46%. Normal range: 40% and above. Average. Morphology: 7% normal forms. Normal range: 4% and above. Average. All of it, average.

No genetic anomalies detected. No hormonal irregularities. No unusual markers of any kind.

I was completely, medically, unremarkably normal.

Courtney read the results over my shoulder. Her finger traced the numbers on the screen. Her brow furrowed.

“Average count,” she said. “Average motility. No hormonal advantages.” She looked at Tracy’s positive test, still sitting on the counter like a trophy. Then she looked at me. “So it’s not you specifically. It’s the house.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“Harold was tested too. Normal. The water was tested. Normal. The soil.” She shook her head. “It’s not the man, it’s not the water, it’s not the land. None of the obvious variables explain it.”

Tracy shrugged from the counter. “Does it matter? It works. I’m pregnant. The house does what it does.”

“It matters because we don’t understand the mechanism,” Courtney said. Her analytical mind couldn’t let it go. “If we don’t understand why it works, we can’t be sure it will keep working.”

“Harold didn’t understand it either,” I said. “He tested everything. Water, soil, his own blood, the air. Nothing came back unusual. He spent decades looking for the answer and never found it.”

Courtney was quiet for a long moment. She looked at the kitchen. At the cabinets I’d repaired, the faucet I’d fixed, the windows letting in afternoon light. She looked at the ceiling, where a fresh coat of paint covered the old water stain. She looked at the walls, at the old plaster that had been standing for over a century.

“Maybe the answer isn’t in the data,” she said. “Maybe it’s in the house itself. Something you can’t measure because you don’t have an instrument sensitive enough.”

“Or maybe,” Tracy said, hopping off the counter, “the house is magic and you’re overthinking it.”

Courtney opened her mouth to respond. Closed it. Smiled. The tiniest, most reluctant smile.

“I refuse to accept that as a hypothesis,” she said.

“And yet.” Tracy gestured at her stomach.



Tracy grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the back door.

“Where are we going?”

“The garden. I want to celebrate.” Her eyes were bright and wild and happy. “Properly.”

She led me outside, across the lawn, to the garden where the raised beds of herbs were coming back to life. She grabbed the wool blanket I’d been using as a drop cloth during the garden work and spread it on the grass beside the greenhouse. The hedge rows framed the space. Afternoon sun poured down, thick and golden.

Tracy stood on the blanket and pulled my t-shirt over her head. She was naked underneath. No bra, no underwear. She’d walked through the house and out the back door wearing nothing but a stolen t-shirt, and now she stood in the garden, bare, in broad daylight, and the afternoon sun painted every inch of her.

Her body was a landscape of gold and cream. The tan lines were crisp, dark skin giving way to pale at the bikini lines, framing her breasts and the apex of her thighs like a photographer had planned the contrast. Her blonde hair caught the light. Her breasts were round and firm, nipples tightening in the open air. She stood with her legs slightly apart, her arms at her sides, offering herself to the sun and to me with the same casual confidence that defined her.

“I want you to celebrate with me,” she said. “Right here. Right now.”

She pulled me down onto the blanket. The wool was rough against my back as she tugged off my shirt and unbuckled my belt. She kissed me in the sunshine, her mouth tasting like the cookies she’d baked, buttery and sweet. Her bare body pressed against mine, her breasts flattening against my chest, and the sensation of her skin in the open air, nothing between us and the sky, was intoxicating.

She rolled onto her hands and knees. Looked at me over her shoulder, hair spilling over one shoulder, blue eyes blazing.

“Like this,” she said. “I want to feel you.”

I knelt behind her. The view stopped my breath. Her heart-shaped ass, round and lifted, the sun painting the tan lines across her cheeks in sharp contrast, framed by the green of the garden hedges. Her back arched, her waist absurdly narrow, the dimples above her ass catching the light. Her breasts hung heavy beneath her, swaying with each breath, her nipples nearly brushing the blanket. Between her spread thighs, her pussy was pink and glistening, swollen with arousal, completely exposed in the broad daylight. I gripped her hips, feeling the warm skin under my palms, the bones of her pelvis fitting my hands like they’d been shaped for exactly this.

I pressed the head of my cock against her slick entrance and pushed inside her. One long, steady thrust that drove me all the way home. She moaned. Loud, open, uninhibited. The sound carried across the garden, over the hedges, into the oak trees. No walls to contain it. No ceiling to bounce it back. Just her voice, free and wild, rising into the afternoon sky alongside the birdsong and the hum of bees.

I set a pace. Deep, steady strokes, my hands on her hips, watching my cock slide out of her, slick and shining with her arousal, before driving back in. The visual was obscene and beautiful. Her pussy gripping me, stretching around my girth, the wet sounds of our bodies joining and separating audible in the outdoor quiet. Her body rocked forward and back. Her breasts hung beneath her, rocking and hypnotic, the motion irresistible against the garden green. She braced her hands on the blanket and pushed back to meet me, driving herself onto my cock with each thrust.

“God, yes.” She turned her face to the sky. “Harder, Caleb. Fuck me harder. I want the whole countryside to hear.”

I gripped her hips tighter and drove into her with enough force to make her cry out. The sound of our bodies meeting was sharp and percussive in the open air, skin slapping skin, wet and primal. Birds startled from the hedge. The greenhouse glass reflected the scene back at us, a ghost image of two naked bodies fucking in the garden, the old estate watching from across the lawn.

She dropped to her elbows. The angle changed, deeper, and I sank into her so far she screamed. “Right there. Oh fuck, right there. Don’t stop.”

I felt the tightening of her walls, the steady clenching that signaled her racing toward the edge. I reached forward and gathered her hair in my fist, wrapping it once around my hand, and pulled. Her back arched into a curve that put her whole body on display, her breasts thrust forward, her ass pressing harder against my hips.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Pull my hair. Take me. Make me yours.”

I pulled harder. She came apart. The orgasm rolled through her body in visible waves, her thighs trembling, her pussy clamping down on me in hard, pulsing contractions that felt like a wet fist squeezing my cock. Her arms gave out and her face pressed into the blanket. She screamed, the sound muffled against the wool but still carrying across the garden, and the vibration of it traveled through her spasming pussy into my cock and up my spine.

I pulled out. She whimpered at the loss. I turned her onto her back and she went willingly, boneless and flushed, her hair splayed across the blanket like spilled platinum. Her chest heaved. Her pussy was swollen and slick, glistening in the sunlight, my cock leaving a wet trail across her inner thigh as I repositioned. I lifted her legs over my shoulders and drove back into her. Face to face. The sky above us, infinite and blue. Her eyes found mine, pupils blown so wide the blue was a thin ring, her mouth open, her breasts bouncing between us with each thrust.

“Fill me up,” she said. “It doesn’t matter for the baby anymore. The baby’s already there. But I want it anyway. I want your cum inside me. I want it dripping out of me. Always.”

I pushed into her, her legs over my shoulders, her body folded, and the angle hit different. She was tighter in this position, her walls gripping me from every direction, still contracting with aftershocks from her first orgasm. Every thrust pressed my cock against the deepest part of her and she gasped each time, a sharp, punched-out sound. I felt the surge building at the base of my spine.

“Come inside me,” she said. Her voice was raw and beautiful and desperate. “I want to feel it fill me up. Give me all of it, Caleb. Every last drop.”

I pressed as deep as her body would allow and the release took me in a slow, rolling wave that felt nothing like urgency. It felt like gratitude. My body shuddered against hers and I let go, emptying into her in long, unhurried pulses that seemed to last forever. She didn’t gasp or widen her eyes. She smiled. Soft and knowing and complete, the way someone smiles when they hear a song they’d forgotten they loved. Her hands found my face, held me there, and she watched me through the whole thing with that smile, her legs pulling me closer with each throb, her body warm and open and entirely mine.

“Perfect,” she whispered. Her hand went to her stomach, pressing flat against the skin where my child was already growing.

I lowered her legs and collapsed beside her on the blanket. We lay there, both of us naked, side by side in the afternoon sun. The garden hummed with insects. The greenhouse glass caught the light. Harold’s herbs perfumed the air, lavender and rosemary and thyme, growing in beds that had outlasted everything except the house itself.

Tracy lay with her arms spread, eyes closed, face tipped toward the sky. Her body shone with sweat. Her breasts rose and fell with her slowing breath. She looked like a painting. She looked like something alive and wild and free.

“I’m pregnant,” she said to the sky. “The house did it.” She laughed. The sound was full and rich and rang across the garden like a bell. The happiest sound I’d ever heard.

Tracy rolled onto her side and pressed herself against me, her head on my chest, her hand on my stomach. She was still smiling.

“Stop thinking so hard,” she said. “Some things don’t need answers. They just need gratitude.”

She sounded like Harold. I didn’t tell her that.


Chapter 10: Deeper

The days after Tracy’s pregnancy confirmation changed the atmosphere of the house the way a weather front changes a landscape. The energy was different. The air felt charged. The light seemed richer. Tracy walked through the rooms like she was floating, her hand drifting to her stomach every few minutes, a smile that never fully left her face. She hummed constantly, louder than before, and the house seemed to amplify it, carrying her voice through hallways and up stairwells.

Courtney watched. I saw it in the way her eyes tracked Tracy at breakfast, at dinner, in the garden. Not envy, exactly. Sharper than that. Hunger. Courtney wanted what Tracy had with such fierce, controlled intensity that it changed the way she moved through the house. She stood straighter. She stayed up later. She touched me more, small contacts throughout the day that she’d previously rationed. A hand on my shoulder as she passed. Fingers brushing mine when she handed me coffee. Sitting closer on the couch in the evenings. The facade was intact but the heat underneath it was rising, and even the facade had hairline cracks now.

I could feel the shift in how she approached the breeding arrangement. Before Tracy’s confirmation, Courtney had been methodical. Clinical about timing. Organized. After Tracy’s confirmation, she was hungry. Not desperate, not chaotic, just burning with a wanting that she no longer bothered to completely hide.

“I’m ovulating this week,” she said at breakfast, matter-of-fact, while Tracy poured syrup on her pancakes. “According to my calculations.”

Tracy grinned. “I love that you calculate it.”

“Data-driven decision-making,” Courtney said, but there was color in her cheeks.



The east wing had been haunting me since day one. Those locked doors, the undisturbed dust, the sealed corridor. I’d tried every key on Harold’s ring without success. But a house this old didn’t need keys to surrender. It needed leverage.

I brought a pry bar and a flathead screwdriver to the east wing corridor. The first door had an old mortise lock, the kind with a large rectangular bolt. The wood around the strike plate was soft from age. I worked the pry bar into the gap between door and frame, applied steady pressure, and the bolt pulled free of the soft wood with a grinding creak.

The door swung open.

Dust billowed. I stepped through into a hallway that mirrored the west wing but felt untouched by time. The walls were intact. The floor was dusty but solid. No water damage, no rot, no structural failure. Harold had sealed this wing off, but he’d maintained it. The plumbing was capped at each junction. The electrical was disconnected but the wiring was sound. The rooms were empty and pristine under layers of dust.

Seven more bedrooms. Three bathrooms. A sitting room at the end of the corridor with tall windows facing east, morning light pouring through glass that hadn’t been cleaned in years but still functioned. The room was large, airy, with built-in bookshelves and a fireplace of its own.

The estate could house a much larger household. Harold had built the infrastructure. He’d just never used it, at least not in the decades documented by his journals.

I spent the morning cleaning the east wing sitting room. Swept the floors, wiped the windows, dusted the shelves. Checked the fireplace flue, which was clear. Tested the radiators, which were cold because the valves were shut, but the pipes were intact. I opened the valves. The pipes groaned and hissed. Ten minutes later, heat.

The room came alive. Morning light through clean windows, heated air through working radiators, the smell of old wood and fresh dust.

I stood in the doorway and looked at what I’d opened. Seven bedrooms. A sitting room. A whole wing of the house, waiting.



Courtney appeared behind me. She’d come looking for me, and the open east wing door had drawn her.

“You got in,” she said, looking past me into the corridor.

“The locks were ornamental. The wood was soft enough to pry.”

She walked through the corridor with the same careful assessment she gave everything. Tested a light switch. Nothing. “Electrical’s off.”

“Disconnected at the junction box. I can reconnect it.”

She opened doors, looked into rooms, tested faucets. Her expression was thoughtful. I could see the calculations happening behind her eyes.

“Seven bedrooms,” she said. “Each with plumbing connections. Two of the bathrooms have tubs.”

“I noticed.”

“This wing alone could house four or five tenants comfortably.” She turned to me in the sitting room, morning light catching the silver in her hair. “Caleb, the financial picture changes entirely with this. If you renovate these rooms and fill them, the estate isn’t just sustainable. It’s profitable.”

“I’m not looking to run a boarding house.”

“I know.” Her expression softened. “But the option is there. For whoever comes next.”

For whoever comes next. The words sat between us with an implication she’d intended. The estate’s reputation would keep spreading. More women would come. The east wing was the answer to a question that hadn’t been asked yet.

We spent the afternoon at the kitchen table, shoulder to shoulder, working on the estate’s finances. Courtney had a legal pad, a calculator, and the organizational instincts of someone who’d managed million-dollar budgets. She’d pulled together all the financial documents I’d been ignoring, the property tax statements, the utility bills, Harold’s old ledgers, and organized them into something coherent.

“Two tenants at current rent covers the property taxes with a small surplus,” she said, her pen moving in neat columns. “Add a third tenant and you have a renovation budget. Add a fourth and you’re building savings.”

“Where did you find Harold’s ledger?”

“In the study. Bottom drawer, under the 1998 journals.” She turned a page. “Harold managed finances the way he managed everything else. Carefully and without ambition. He could have charged significantly more. He chose not to.”

“He wasn’t in it for money.”

“No.” She looked at me. “Neither are you.”

Our shoulders touched as she leaned over to show me a calculation. The contact was steady and electric and neither of us moved away from it. Her perfume reached me, sandalwood and something darker. She was wearing a silk blouse, cream-colored, the top two buttons undone. When she leaned forward, the fabric gaped and I could see the edge of black lace, the generous swell of her breasts straining against the bra.

She caught me looking. Held my gaze. Let the moment stretch. Then she wrote another number on the legal pad without breaking eye contact.

“The renovation budget,” she said, her voice a half-tone lower than before. “We should discuss priorities.”

We discussed priorities. Our shoulders stayed touching. The dynamic between us had shifted from landlord-tenant to something else entirely. Partners. Builders. Two people with a shared investment in the same future.



Evening came. I knocked on Courtney’s door to discuss a discrepancy she’d found in Harold’s tax records. The door was ajar. Inside, I heard water running.

“Courtney?”

“In here.” Her voice came from the bathroom. “Come in. The door’s open.”

I pushed the door wider. The bathroom was full of steam. The clawfoot tub was filled nearly to the brim, the water milky with bath salts, wisps of steam curling toward the ceiling. Courtney was reclined in the tub, her dark hair pinned up in a loose twist, the light from the single sconce catching the steam around her.

The bubbles barely covered her. Her breasts rose above the waterline, glistening and heavy, dark nipples visible through the thinning foam. Her skin was flushed pink from the heat. One leg was propped on the edge of the tub, her thick thigh beaded with water droplets.

She looked up at me. Her eyes were dark and burning in the steam-softened light.

“Get in.”

Not a suggestion. Not a request. A command delivered in a voice that was low and certain and had stopped pretending to be about anything other than what it was.

I undressed. Her eyes tracked every movement. Shirt over my head. Belt unbuckled. Jeans pushed down. I stood in front of her, and the steam wrapped around me, and her gaze was heavier than the humidity.

I stepped into the tub. The water was almost too hot, biting before it soothed. I lowered myself facing her, and she shifted to make room, her legs opening around mine beneath the surface. The tub was large but we were close, our knees touching, the water rising with my added weight.

She pulled me forward by the back of my neck. Her mouth found mine. The kiss was slow and wet and tasted like wine and steam. Her legs wrapped around my waist under the water, her thighs pressing against my hips, and I felt the heat of her even through the bath water.

My hands found her breasts beneath the water’s surface. They were slippery, almost absurdly generous, buoyant in the bath, weighty in my palms when I lifted them. The water made them glide against my fingers like silk. I cupped them, feeling their substantial weight, my thumbs circling her dark nipples, and she gasped into my mouth. The nipples stiffened under my touch, hard and swollen, and I rolled them between my fingers. She arched her back, pressing more of herself into my hands.

“I’ve been thinking about this all day,” she murmured against my lips. “Watching Tracy glow. Watching her touch her stomach and smile. I want that. I need that.” She reached beneath the water and found me. Her hand wrapped around my shaft, already hard, and stroked with a confident, purposeful grip, her thumb sweeping over the head. “I’m done waiting.”

She guided me to her entrance beneath the water and pulled me inside. The water resisted the movement, slowed the entry, made each inch unhurried and achingly intimate. She inhaled through her teeth as I spread her open, her pussy stretching around me, her eyes fluttering closed. The sensation was different submerged. Tighter somehow, the water pressing her tighter around me, the heat of the bath amplifying the heat of her body gripping me.

I moved. The water moved with us, lapping against the sides of the tub, small waves rolling over the edge with each deep, slow thrust. The rhythm was languid by necessity. The water resisted speed, forced everything deep and slow and intentional. I could feel every ridge of her, every squeeze and pulse, and the forced restraint was maddening.

“More,” she breathed. “I need more than this.”

She rose out of the tub.

Water streamed off her body. Down the valley between her breasts, over the swell of her stomach, along the sweeping curve of her hips. It ran in rivulets through the hollows of her collarbones, dripped from her dark nipples in silver drops, cascaded down her thick thighs and along the curves of her calves. She was slick and steaming, her dark hair coming loose from its pins and falling in wet tendrils against her neck, the dark strands plastered to her temples. Her olive skin was flushed pink from the heat, the color spreading from her chest to her throat. Standing in the haze, water still running down her body, the sight of her stopped my hands on the tub’s edge.

She turned and braced her palms flat against the tile wall. Her back arched, her round ass pressing toward me, the flare of her hips and breathtaking curves on display in the steam. Water still traced the lines of her body, following the contours of her waist and hips and the cleft of her ass, dripping between her thighs.

“Take me,” she said over her shoulder. “Hard. I’m tired of slow.”

I rose from the tub and stood behind her. The wet tile was slick under my feet. I gripped her hip with one hand, spread her with the other, and lined myself up. Her pussy was swollen and pink, slick with more than just bathwater. I drove into her from behind in one deep stroke, and the angle was staggering and immediate. She cried out, low and guttural, her palms squeaking against the wet tile, her breasts swinging forward with the impact.

I drove into her with the force she’d demanded. The humidity closed around us. Our wet skin slapped together with each thrust, the sound sharp and percussive in the tiled bathroom, amplified by the hard surfaces. Her breasts swayed heavily with each impact, the weight of them visible in the mirror across from us, swaying and hypnotic, and the reflection doubled everything. Her face in the mirror: eyes closed, mouth open, stripped bare. Her body in the mirror: curved and glistening and moving with me, her hips absorbing each thrust, her ass rippling with every collision.

“Harder.” Her voice cracked. “I need it harder. Stop being gentle with me.”

I grabbed both hips, sank my fingers into the soft flesh, and pulled her back onto my cock with each thrust. She braced harder against the wall. Her moans built in volume and pitch, echoing off the tile, filling the small bathroom with raw, unfiltered sound.

“Give me a baby, Caleb.” The words tore out of her, raw and unfiltered, nothing composed about them. “I’ve waited long enough. I want yours. Cum inside me. Fill me until it’s dripping down my legs. Give me everything.”

“You’re going to get it,” I growled against her shoulder, my teeth scraping her wet skin. “Every drop. Deep.” I drove in hard enough to press her flat against the tile. “This pussy is mine, Courtney. You’re mine.”

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yours. I’m yours. Take me.”

I broke first. The tension snapped and I slammed deep, pinning her flat against the tile. No warning, no buildup I could announce. Just the sudden, violent release of everything I’d been holding, my chest against her slick back, my teeth finding her shoulder. She gasped at the first hot rush inside her. Then her body answered. She came a second later, a chain reaction detonated by the feel of me filling her, her knees buckling, her arms giving out against the tile so I had to catch her around the waist. I held her up with one arm while the other braced against the wall, both of us shaking, her wail bouncing off every tile surface in the room and returning to us doubled and raw. Her body wrung me dry. Long, possessive contractions that pulled from the base of my cock outward, like her body refused to let a single drop go to waste.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Stay inside me. I want to feel your cum inside me all night.”

I stayed. My arms wrapped around her from behind, one hand on her stomach where I wanted our child to grow, the other cupping a warm, slippery breast, feeling the weight and the hard nipple pressing against my palm. The steam swirled around us. The mirror showed us tangled together, wet and flushed and breathing hard, my cock still buried in her, a thin trickle of cum visible where our bodies joined.

Courtney turned in my arms. Water dripped between us. She cupped my face in both hands, her palms hot from the bath, and looked at me with an intensity that made the steam feel cold by comparison.

“I’m not leaving this house, Caleb.” Her voice was low and certain. “Not until I have what Tracy has. Not until I have yours.”

I kissed her. She kissed me back with all the fire that her self-control usually contained, and in the humid bathroom the last distance between us dissolved like the fog on the mirror.



We dried each other off. Courtney toweled my back with the same methodical care she applied to everything, then handed me a fresh towel for my hair. I dried hers, rubbing gently, watching the raven and silver strands separate as the moisture left. It was intimate in a way that had nothing to do with sex. Domestic. Something people did when they’d stopped keeping score.

She wrapped herself in a towel and sat on the edge of the tub. Her skin was still flushed, her hair damp and wild, every careful construction absent. She looked younger like this. Not in years but in weight. Lighter. Unguarded. The woman who existed when no one was evaluating her.

She leaned forward and kissed my forehead. The gesture was maternal and sexual simultaneously, the duality that was her signature, and I felt it in my chest.

“Thank you,” she said. “For not making me ask twice.”

I pulled her close. Her head rested against my chest, her damp hair cool against my skin. Through the bathroom window, the half-moon rose over the east wing. The wing I’d opened that morning. Seven empty rooms waiting for a future that was already taking shape.

A window somewhere rattled once in its frame and went still. The lamplight in Courtney’s room flickered, steadied, and seemed to glow warmer than the bulb should have allowed.

I walked back to my room past Tracy’s door. It was closed, but a strip of light shone underneath, and I could hear her humming. A lullaby, maybe. Something soft and ancient, meant for small ears that couldn’t hear it yet.


Chapter 11: Convergence

The living room was finished.

I stood in the doorway and looked at what three weeks of work had built. The hardwood floors, sanded and stained and sealed, gleamed honey-gold in the morning light. The walls were freshly painted, a warm cream that made the room feel larger without losing its intimacy. The built-in bookshelves flanking the fireplace were dusted, oiled, and filled with Harold’s collection of books, the leather spines catching the light. The curtains were new, heavy linen in a color Tracy had picked, hung on iron rods I’d bent to fit the old window frames.

And the fireplace. The limestone mantel, cleaned of decades of soot, revealed carvings I hadn’t noticed before. Vines and leaves, trailing around the edges, leading to a keystone at the center that might have been a face or might have been a flower. The firebox was fitted with the new grate, the flue drawing clean, a small fire already burning because the mornings were still cool enough to justify it.

The first room in the house that looked fully transformed. Not just repaired. Reborn.

Tracy walked in and stopped. “Oh.” She pressed her hand to her mouth. “Caleb. It’s beautiful.”

“It looks like a real home,” Courtney said from behind her. She’d come in quietly, a coffee in hand, and she was looking at the room with the expression of someone appraising a property and finding it exceeded the valuation. “You did this.”

“The house did most of it. I just cleaned up.”

“Don’t do that.” Courtney’s voice was firm. “Don’t diminish what you’ve built. This room was dead. You brought it back.”

Tracy was already exploring. She ran her hand along the bookshelf, touched the curtain fabric, sat on the couch and bounced. “This is where good things happen,” she said. “I can feel it.”

The couch was Harold’s. A massive, deep thing upholstered in faded green velvet. I’d cleaned it, tightened the frame, and added throw pillows Tracy had ordered online. Deep enough for three people to sink into and never want to leave.

Evening came. I built the fire up. The flames climbed and the room filled with golden light, shifting and alive, turning the cream walls to amber. The mantel’s carved vines cast wavering shadows. The house felt alive around us, timbers expanding in the heat, the old structure settling into the heat like a cat finding a sunbeam.

Courtney opened a bottle of wine. She poured two glasses. Tracy accepted sparkling water with exaggerated martyrdom.

“I miss wine,” Tracy said, sipping her water. “My baby is going to owe me so many glasses of Pinot Noir.”

We sat on the couch. Tracy on my right, barefoot, her legs curled beneath her, wearing a thin sundress that hung loose on her frame. Courtney on my left, her wrap dress wine-colored in the amber glow, her legs crossed, her wine glass held with the deliberate grace she brought to everything. Me in the middle, a beer in hand, my work clothes still dusty from the final push of hanging curtains.

The fire crackled. The room glowed. Nobody spoke for a while, and the silence was comfortable. The kind of silence that means everyone is where they want to be.

Tracy broke it. She always did.

“So,” she said. She took a sip of her sparkling water. “We’re both sleeping with the same man. We live together. We’re having his babies, or trying. One of us is already pregnant.” She looked at Courtney. “Are we going to keep pretending this is three separate things?”

The room held its breath. Or maybe that was me.

Courtney set her wine glass down on the end table. She smoothed the fabric of her dress over her thigh. She was quiet for a long moment. The fire popped.

“I don’t want to pretend anymore,” she said.

Tracy nodded. She reached across me and took Courtney’s hand. Courtney looked at the contact, at Tracy’s tanned fingers laced with her own olive-toned ones. She didn’t pull away.

“What do you want?” Tracy asked. Not me. Courtney.

“I want a child,” Courtney said. The words came carefully, each one placed. “I want security. A home. A place where I don’t have to perform competence twenty-four hours a day just to feel worthy of the space I occupy.” She paused. The warm light caught the silver in her hair. “And I want Caleb. I didn’t plan for that. But I want it.”

Tracy squeezed her hand. Then she looked at me. “And you?”

I thought about it. Not because I didn’t know. Because the truth of it deserved care.

“I don’t want to choose,” I said. “I want both of you. I want this house full of life. I want what Harold built, but better.” I looked at the fireplace, at the carved vines, at the room I’d made from ruin. “Better because I’ll be present. I’ll be here. Every day. Not somewhere else. Not always one more thing away from showing up. Here.”

Tracy’s hand found mine. Courtney’s found the other. Three people holding hands on a green velvet couch in a room that had been dead a month ago and was now the warmest space in the house.

“We’re in this together, right?” Tracy said. She looked at Courtney and extended her hand. An offering. A bridge. “All of us.”

Courtney took her hand. The circuit closed.

Tracy kissed me. She turned on the couch, her body pressing against my side, her mouth tasting like sparkling water. Her hand slid from mine to my chest. Then she pulled back and looked at Courtney.

“Your turn.”

Courtney hesitated. One beat. The reserve flickered, and underneath it I saw the wanting she’d been holding back all night, naked and unashamed. She leaned in and kissed me. Slow, deep, her lips parting, her tongue finding mine. Heavier. More intentional. Like she was signing a contract with her mouth.

Tracy watched. Her eyes were bright, not with jealousy but with open, undisguised joy. She reached out and placed her hand on my chest while Courtney kissed me, feeling my heartbeat through the contact, and when Courtney pulled back, Tracy guided Courtney’s hand to the same spot.

“Feel that?” Tracy said. “That’s ours.”

The flames painted everything gold. Three people on a couch. A turning point.

Tracy stood. She pulled the sundress over her head in one motion, the fabric whispering up her body. Underneath, nothing. She was naked in the fire’s glow, her platinum hair catching the gold, her tanned skin glowing. Her breasts, round and firm, nipples tightened by the air. The tan lines, cream against gold. She stood in front of us without a trace of self-consciousness and she was the most beautiful thing in the room.

“I want you both to see me,” she said. Not to me. To both of us. “That’s who I am. I don’t hide.”

Courtney stood. Slower. Her hands went to the tie of her wrap dress and pulled. The fabric fell open. Black lace underneath. Bra and panties, the lace delicate against the full, dark curves of her body. She reached behind and unclasped the bra. Let it fall. Her breasts fell free, nipples prominent, shifting with each breath. She pushed the panties down over the curve of her hips and stepped out of them.

Two women, naked, in the warm glow. Tracy: tall, golden, lean-waisted, spectacular. Courtney: shorter, darker, voluptuous everywhere, arresting. The contrast between them was total. Together, they were overwhelming.

I undressed. They watched me. Tracy with open appreciation, her eyes traveling down my body. Courtney with that careful, appraising gaze that missed nothing.

We moved to the thick rug in front of the fire. The wool was soft under bare skin, the heat from the flames reaching us in waves. The room smelled like burning oak and something floral, the polish I’d used on the bookshelves.

Tracy pulled me down first. She lay back on the rug, arms above her head, legs parting. Offering. Her blue eyes caught the amber light and turned to sapphire.

“I want you,” she said. “And I want her to see.”

I settled between her legs. The visual of her beneath me, firelit, golden, her full breasts trembling with her quickened breathing, nipples hard and flushed, the tan lines glowing in the warm light, was something I would remember until the day I died. I ran my hands up her inner thighs, feeling the smooth tanned skin, the firm muscle underneath, and she opened wider for me with a sigh, her pussy glistening in the warm light, pink and swollen and wet. I leaned down and kissed her, tasting sparkling water and desire, and she grabbed my hips with both hands and pulled me toward her.

I entered her slowly. The head of my cock spread her open and she exhaled a long, shuddering moan that filled the room. Warm. Slick. Tight around me, her walls gripping in a way that was familiar now but still electrifying. I pushed deeper and her legs wrapped around my waist, her heels digging into my lower back.

Courtney knelt beside us. Close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from her skin. Her breasts hung forward as she leaned in, dark nipples tight and swollen, the firelight catching the sway and curve of them, painting gold across her olive skin. Her hand found Tracy’s. Their fingers laced. Then Courtney’s other hand settled on Tracy’s breast, cupping the full curve, her thumb finding the nipple and circling it with slow precision. Tracy arched into the touch, pressing her breast into Courtney’s palm, and moaned louder, a sound that bounced off the freshly painted ceiling and rang through the room.

I established a rhythm. Steady, deep strokes, pulling back until just the tip stayed inside Tracy before thrusting home, the wet sound of my cock entering her audible over the crackle of the fire. Tracy’s hips rose to meet each thrust, her body rocking on the thick rug. Courtney watched with those dark, assessing eyes. She tracked the movement of my cock sliding in and out of Tracy. The bounce of Tracy’s breasts beneath her palm. The way Tracy’s mouth fell open as the pleasure built, her moans growing louder with each stroke.

“She’s beautiful like this,” Courtney said. Low, almost to herself. But loud enough for both of us to hear. Her thumb pressed Tracy’s nipple harder.

Tracy’s response was a gasped “Don’t stop, please don’t stop” directed at me and a squeeze of Courtney’s hand.

Courtney’s free hand slid between her own thighs. She spread her knees wider on the rug, parted herself with two fingers, and began to stroke her clit while she watched us. Her lips parted. Her breathing quickened. A flush crept up her chest, pink against olive. The hunger she no longer bothered to hide rising with each circle of her fingers. The sight of her, kneeling beside us, one hand on Tracy’s breast, the other between her own thighs, her dark hair falling forward with the silver threads catching firelight, her breasts swaying as her body rocked, was a circuit that connected all three of us in something electric.

I drove harder into Tracy. She locked her ankles behind my back and pulled me deep enough that my hips pressed flat against hers. Her moans escalated, each one louder and rawer than the last, filling the living room with sound. The flames wavered in their grate. The house hummed around us.

“Breed me,” Tracy gasped. “Fill me up, Caleb. I want your cum inside me. Right here on this rug. While she watches.”

The words landed on Courtney like a physical blow. I saw her whole body tense. Saw her fingers move faster between her slick thighs. Saw her breathing go shallow and urgent, her lower lip caught between her teeth.

Tracy came first. She cried out, back arching off the rug, her pussy clenching around my cock in hard, rhythmic waves that pulled me deeper. Her hand squeezed Courtney’s hard enough to whiten the knuckles. Her whole body shook, her toes curling, her spine arching off the rug, and the sound she made was primal and raw and free, a scream that filled the living room and rang against the limestone mantel.

I drove deep and let go. The orgasm rolled through me, heavy and deliberate, my hips pressed flush against hers. Tracy went still beneath me. Her mouth opened, then closed, then opened again, her expression softening from the sharp edge of her own climax into something wondering and warm, and she whispered “yes, yes, yes” in a rhythm that matched the pulse of my release flooding into her. Her legs held me locked in place. Neither of us moved. We just breathed, tangled together on the rug, the firelight flickering across our slick skin, the quiet broken only by the soft pop of burning oak and the last shaky exhale leaving her chest.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Right there. All of it. Stay.”

I pulled out slowly, my softening cock sliding free, and a trickle of cum followed, thick and white against her pink, swollen flesh. Tracy lay spent and glowing, her chest heaving, a lazy, satisfied smile on her flushed face. Her legs were still spread, the evidence of what I’d given her visible and wet in the shifting light, dripping slowly onto the rug beneath her. She made no move to close them. She stretched on the rug like a cat in a sunbeam, her body loose and glowing.

“Your turn,” she murmured to Courtney, her voice thick with lazy afterglow.

Courtney lay back on the rug. The hearth painted her skin in tones of amber and shadow. Her dark hair fanned around her head like a crown. Her breasts rested against her ribcage, generous and heavy, nipples tight. Her hips flared wide, her thighs parting.

She reached for me. “Come here.”

I lay back on the rug. Courtney straddled me. The contrast with Tracy was immediate. Where Tracy had been bright and loud and arching, Courtney was deep and slow and consuming. She sank down onto me and we both exhaled. Her eyes locked on mine with an intensity that was almost unbearable.

She began to move. Slow, commanding rolls of her hips, each movement unhurried and absolute. Her pussy gripped me tight, wetter than usual, her arousal having built through the entirety of watching me fuck Tracy. Each roll drew me almost out before pressing back down to the root, her hips grinding in a circle at the bottom of each stroke that pressed her clit against me. Her breasts rocked above me, catching the firelight, the motion of them hypnotic, each movement painting amber shadows across her skin. Her hands pressed flat against my chest. Her thick thighs gripped my hips. She was in total control, and the sight of her above me, all dangerous curves and silver-streaked hair and firelit skin, her body rolling like a wave, was enough to make a man religious.

Tracy moved closer. She lay beside us, propped on one elbow, her golden skin flushed against my side, and ran her fingers through Courtney’s dark hair. The gesture was tender, and Courtney tilted her head toward Tracy’s touch without breaking her rhythm.

“You’re beautiful,” Tracy whispered. “Both of you. God, look at her ride you.”

Tracy’s words did it. I felt the change in Courtney’s body before I saw it on her face. The sudden clench of her pussy around my cock. The stutter in her breathing. The pace shifting from deliberate to desperate. The wet sounds of her riding me grew louder, slicker, her arousal running down my shaft and pooling at the base. Her hands slid from my chest to my shoulders, fingers digging in hard enough to leave marks, and she leaned forward, pressing her breasts against my face. I cupped them, God, the sheer abundance of her, heavy and yielding and alive against my palms. I took a nipple in my mouth, sucked hard, swirled my tongue around the stiff peak, and she moaned. Low and broken and real.

“Baby,” she breathed. The word, as always, carried everything. Maternal tenderness and raw sexual need and the surrender of choosing to be vulnerable. “Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop. I need this. I need your cum inside me.”

She rode me harder. Her hips rolling with building urgency, her breasts rocking against my face, and Tracy leaned in and kissed Courtney’s shoulder, then her neck, while Courtney took what she needed from my body. The room smelled like sex and woodsmoke and the faint floral of the bookshelf polish. Courtney came undone. Not gradually, not piece by piece, but all at once, a full collapse of everything she held together, her voice breaking into a ragged cry that she couldn’t have stopped if she’d tried, her entire body clenching around me, her thighs crushing my hips, her pussy pulling me so deep I felt her spasm around every inch. The contractions were intense, rhythmic, pulling.

I came inside her. The second time in twenty minutes, and the intensity was sharper, not weaker, stripped raw by everything that had come before. My hands gripped her hips and I held her down onto me, as deep as physics allowed, and the release poured out of me in slow, shuddering waves. She didn’t react with her face this time. She reacted with her voice. A low, sustained moan that vibrated through her ribcage into mine, a sound of satisfaction so deep it was almost subsonic. She collapsed forward onto my chest, her face against my neck, her hair falling around us like a dark curtain, and her body pulsed around me in gentle, rhythmic contractions that lasted long after I’d stopped moving.

“That’s the one,” Tracy said, watching Courtney’s face. “Look at her. That’s the one.”

Courtney didn’t open her eyes. She just held me. Her chest rising and falling, her heart hammering against mine, her legs slowly unlocking from around my waist.

We lay on the rug. Tracy on my right, her golden body languid against my side. Courtney on my left, her darker, fuller body pressed against me, her head on my shoulder. Their hands found each other on my chest. Fingers overlapping, tanned over olive, holding on.

Tracy laughed softly. “This is what the house wanted.”

Courtney didn’t correct her. She just turned her face into my shoulder and breathed.

Tracy fell asleep first, the way she always did, mid-sentence, her body going boneless against my ribs. Courtney held on longer. She traced a pattern on my chest with one finger, slow and repetitive, and I thought she might say something. She didn’t. She kissed the hollow of my throat and let herself go, her breathing evening out, her hand coming to rest heavy and still over my heart.

The fire burned down to embers. The shadows on the carved mantel shifted like the vines were growing.


Chapter 12: The Master Bedroom

Harold’s bedroom was the last room I hadn’t claimed.

I’d been avoiding it. The biggest room in the house, end of the west hall, with a king-size bed and windows that faced the grounds. Harold’s room. The patriarch’s room. It felt like putting on a suit that didn’t belong to me.

The morning after the living room, I stood in the doorway and looked at it. The bed was made. Harold’s sheets, laundered and folded by someone before the estate changed hands. The room was clean, which surprised me. Every other space in the house had accumulated dust and decay, but this room was different. Harold had kept it immaculate. Like he’d known someone would need it.

The furniture was minimal. The bed, heavy oak frame, carved headboard. A nightstand with a reading lamp. An armoire. A chair by the window. And on the nightstand, two items: another journal, and a framed photograph.

I picked up the photograph. Harold, younger than I’d ever known him, maybe in his forties. Standing straight-backed in front of the estate, the house visible behind him in better condition than I’d found it. Beside him, a woman. Dark-haired, slender, smiling. She had her arm through his. They looked comfortable together. At ease.

I didn’t recognize her. She wasn’t in any of the journals I’d read, not by description. Maybe she predated the records. Maybe she was someone Harold hadn’t documented. Another mystery to add to the collection.

I set the photo down and opened the journal. This one was from 1988. I flipped through the pages until a passage caught my eye.

February 14th, 1988. Three women under this roof tonight. It never works alone. The house needs voices, warmth, purpose. One woman can fill a room. Two can fill a wing. Three can wake the whole place up. I don’t pretend to understand. I only know that when the house is full of life, life is what it makes.

Three women. Harold had three, in 1988. The house needed more than one. Needed voices, plural. Needed the hum of multiple lives overlapping, filling the rooms, bouncing off the walls, sinking into the wood and plaster.

I carried my clothes from my old room. Hung them in the armoire. Put my tools on the chair by the window. Set Harold’s journal on the nightstand beside the photo. The room was mine now. It felt right in a way I couldn’t articulate. Like a piece of the house that had been out of alignment had clicked into place.



Tracy’s morning sickness arrived with theatrical timing.

I heard her in the bathroom at six AM, retching with a violence that seemed excessive for someone who weighed a hundred and thirty pounds. I found her kneeling in front of the toilet, her platinum hair held back with one hand, the other braced against the porcelain.

“Don’t look at me,” she groaned. “I’m disgusting.”

“You’re pregnant.”

“Same thing right now.” She retched again. “Oh god. Is this what the next eight months look like?”

I held her hair. Brought her water. Got a cold washcloth for the back of her neck. She sat on the bathroom floor afterward, pale and damp, and pressed her hand to her stomach.

“You know what?” she said. “I don’t even care. My body is doing what it’s supposed to do. Finally.” She looked up at me with red-rimmed eyes and grinned. “My boobs are going to get even bigger. You’re welcome.”

By nine she was fine and ravenous. She ate three pieces of toast with peanut butter, two bananas, and then spent ten minutes staring into the pantry.

“I need pickles,” she announced. “I have never wanted pickles this badly in my life. Is there a pickle store? There should be a pickle store.”

“That’s a grocery store.”

“Drive faster.”

She wasn’t wrong. The early changes were already visible. Her breasts were fuller, heavier, the nipples darker. She walked around the house braless as always, and the new weight of them was obvious in the way they moved. She caught me staring during breakfast and cupped them with both hands.

“Growing,” she said. “For you and the baby. Mostly you.”

Courtney’s reaction to the morning sickness was clinical and caring simultaneously. She made ginger tea, researched anti-nausea remedies, and reorganized the kitchen pantry to put crackers within arm’s reach of every horizontal surface.

“Saltines within ninety seconds of waking,” she told Tracy. “Studies show it reduces first-trimester nausea by forty percent.”

“You googled that.”

“I googled that.” A beat. “I also bought four boxes.”

The dynamic between them had shifted since the living room. The polite distance was gone. They weren’t friends, exactly, not yet. But they were allies. Comrades in an arrangement that required trust and generosity and the willingness to share something most people believed was meant for one.



Courtney took a pregnancy test that afternoon. She sat on the closed toilet in her bathroom, the stick on the counter, and waited. I stood in the doorway. She’d asked me to be there.

Three minutes. The control line appeared. The test line stayed blank.

Negative.

Courtney looked at it for a long time. Her expression didn’t change. She read the result the way she’d read a quarterly report, filing it, processing it, deciding what it meant before anyone could see her react.

“It’s early,” she said. “Harold’s journals show an average of eight to ten weeks for conception. I’ve been here four weeks.” She set the test down with a steady hand. “Statistically, this is expected.”

“You okay?”

“I’m patient.” She met my eyes. “I’ve waited three years for the right circumstances. Four more weeks is nothing.” A pause. “But I’d like you in my room tonight.”

The request was matter-of-fact, but I heard the wanting underneath. The negative test hadn’t shaken her confidence. It had sharpened her hunger.



Night. I was in the master bedroom, Harold’s journal open on my lap, when Courtney appeared in the doorway. She was wearing a black silk robe, belted at the waist, and nothing else that I could see. Her dark hair was loose around her shoulders, wild compared to her daytime sleekness.

Behind her, Tracy appeared. She was in a sheer nightgown, cream-colored, that hid nothing. Her breasts pressed against the fabric, nipples visible, the darker circles of her areolae showing through. She’d changed since pregnancy. Fuller. Riper. The nightgown didn’t disguise it. It celebrated it.

“My turn to lead,” Courtney said from the doorway.

She’d orchestrated this. She’d told Tracy to meet them. She’d chosen the master bedroom. She’d waited until I was settled and reading, comfortable and unsuspecting, because Courtney didn’t leave things to chance.

She crossed to the bed. Untied the robe. Let it fall. Underneath: black lace. Bra and panties, the same set from the first time, the fabric straining against curves that were somehow more intense in the low light of the master bedroom. She unclasped the bra. Her breasts fell free, rocking with each step toward the bed. She pushed the panties down her hips and stood naked at the foot of the bed.

“On your back,” she said to me. “Center of the bed.”

I set Harold’s journal on the nightstand and did what she said. The bed was enormous. The mattress was firm, the sheets cool, and when I lay in the center I felt the bed’s expanse around me like a stage.

Courtney climbed onto the bed. She straddled me, her thighs pressing against my hips, her weight anchoring me to the mattress. She was already wet. I could feel it against my skin. She rolled her hips once, a slow, grinding motion, and the friction made my breath catch.

She positioned herself over me, reached back to grip my cock, and sank down. Slow. Inch by agonizing inch, her body enveloping me, her pussy parting around me, tight and scorching and dripping with arousal that had been building since she’d walked into the room. Her walls gripped every inch as she descended, clenching and releasing, drawing me deeper. Her eyes closed. Her lips parted. A sound escaped her, low and vibrating in her chest, and her hands settled on my chest as she took me completely.

She began to ride me. Slow, commanding rolls of her hips, a deliberate cadence that belonged only to her. Her breasts rocked above me with each movement, her nipples tracing patterns in the lamplight. Her hair fell forward, curtaining her face. Her pussy gripped me on every downstroke, measured and commanding, tightening around my shaft like she was claiming every inch. She was in total command and she wanted me to feel it.

Tracy climbed onto the bed. She moved with the easy confidence of a woman who belonged wherever she decided to be. She swung one leg over my head, facing Courtney, her knees on either side of my face. She lowered herself slowly, and I tasted her. Her pussy was warm and soaked, the tang of her arousal flooding my senses, her swollen clit brushing my upper lip. I buried my tongue in her slit and she gasped above me, her thighs trembling.

From my position, I could see everything between them. Courtney riding my cock, her body moving in that commanding rhythm, the wet sounds of her rising and falling audible beneath Tracy’s gasps. Tracy above me, her thighs framing my face, her sheer nightgown bunched at her waist, her pussy glistening against my mouth. Both women facing each other.

The women made eye contact across the foot of space between them. I felt the moment it happened, the shift in the energy, the escalation. Courtney reached forward and cupped Tracy’s breast through the nightgown, squeezing the full, pregnancy-heavy flesh. Tracy inhaled sharply. She pulled the nightgown over her head, baring herself entirely, and Courtney’s hand found bare skin. She weighed Tracy’s breast in her palm, her thumb finding the nipple, circling it, pinching gently. Tracy moaned, the sound vibrating through her thighs against my face.

I tongued Tracy while Courtney rode me. The dual sensation was overwhelming, more than my brain could process at once. The taste of Tracy flooding my mouth with each lick. The slick, clenching grip of Courtney’s pussy around my cock, squeezing me with each roll of her hips. Both women’s bodies moving in rhythms that synced and diverged and synced again, a three-part harmony of flesh. I sucked Tracy’s clit between my lips and she bucked against my mouth. Courtney’s pace increased, her rolls becoming urgent, her pussy making wet, obscene sounds as she fucked me.

The connection between the women deepened. Courtney leaned forward, reaching past Tracy’s breast to the back of her neck, and pulled her down. They kissed. Above me, two mouths meeting, Courtney’s full lips against Tracy’s glossy ones, two women who’d gone from strangers to allies to whatever this was, their tongues meeting while their bodies moved against mine.

Tracy came first. She pressed down against my mouth and shuddered, her pussy clenching against my tongue in rolling waves, her moans muffled against Courtney’s lips. Her thighs clamped around my head. Her body pulsed. I licked her through it, long strokes from her entrance to her clit, drawing it out, and she whimpered with each pass of my tongue, her wetness coating my chin.

Courtney climbed off me. “Switch,” she said. Her voice was hoarse. Commanding.

Tracy lifted off my face, flushed and trembling, and took Courtney’s place. She sank down onto my cock with a moan that filled the room, taking me in one smooth descent. The sensation of entering her after tasting her was a feedback loop of lust. She was drenched, more sensitive post-orgasm, and her body gripped me in tight aftershock clenches that squeezed my cock from base to tip.

Courtney knelt beside us. Her hand found my chest, pressing flat against my sternum, feeling my racing heartbeat. She watched Tracy ride me, her dark eyes tracking every detail, the visual of my cock disappearing into Tracy’s body, the bounce of Tracy’s fuller breasts, the expression on my face. And she directed.

“Slower,” she said to Tracy. “Roll your hips. Circle. He can take it.”

Tracy obeyed. The rhythm changed, longer, deeper, her hips rolling in wide circles that ground her clit against my pelvic bone on each revolution. The difference was immediate. Deeper penetration. Slower build. Her pussy gripping me from new angles with each circle, the sensation achingly intense.

“She’s carrying your child,” Courtney said, her voice low and rough with arousal. “Be thorough with her.”

The word “thorough” from Courtney’s mouth during sex was somehow the most erotic thing I’d heard. Clinical vocabulary repurposed for primal context. She was orchestrating us, directing the encounter with the same exactness she brought to financial models and renovation budgets, and it worked. Ruthlessly, perfectly.

I gripped Tracy’s hips and drove up into her from below. She cried out, her breasts bouncing, the new fullness of pregnancy making them heavier and more dramatic, the darkening nipples jiggling with each impact. The wet slap of our bodies filled the room. I pulled her hips down as I thrust up, and the pressure crested and broke. Tracy felt it happen before I could say a word. Her eyes snapped to mine, bright and knowing, and she ground her hips down hard, sealing us together. “Give it to me,” she whispered, and the words pulled the release out of me in a rush, flooding into her while she rolled her hips in tight circles, milking the last of it with deliberate, practiced motion. When it was over she stayed perched on me, breathing hard, a triumphant grin spreading across her flushed face.

Tracy collapsed forward onto my chest, breathing hard, her hair cascading across my face, her breasts pressed warm and soft against my ribs. She was smiling against my skin. “God,” she breathed. “You two directing traffic are going to kill me.”

Courtney waited. Patient. Disciplined. Her hand still on my chest, feeling my heartbeat return toward normal. Her thighs were pressed together, her arousal visible and shining on her inner thighs. When Tracy rolled off me, spent and glowing, a trail of cum following, Courtney moved.

She positioned herself face-down on the bed. A pillow under her hips, tilting her pelvis upward. Her back arched, her generous ass raised, the breadth of her hips framing the view. Her face turned to the side on the mattress, her dark hair spread across the white pillow, silver threads catching the bedside glow. Her legs parted. The position was pure surrender. The woman who controlled everything, who directed everything, offering herself completely.

“Now breed me,” she said. Her voice cracked on the word. “Properly.”

I knelt behind her. The view destroyed me. The sweep of her hips. The ample, generous curve of her ass. Her pussy swollen and wet between her spread thighs, visibly pulsing with need. Her dark hair fanned across the pillow, the low light painting her warm skin in golden tones. Her body, arranged for one purpose, offered without reservation.

I gripped her hips and pushed into her in one deep stroke. She cried out into the pillow, a raw, broken sound, and I felt her pussy clamp around me, so tight and wet that the sensation buckled my arms. I gripped her hips harder, sank my fingers into the soft flesh, and drove into her with the force she’d demanded with one word. Properly. Not gently. Not tentatively. With intention. With the purpose of a man putting his seed into the woman he’d chosen.

Tracy lay beside Courtney, propped on one elbow, still flushed and glowing from her own turn. She reached out and stroked Courtney’s dark hair, and Courtney turned her face toward the touch. Her eyes were closed. Her mouth was open. The woman who ran boardrooms had vanished. What remained was someone raw and aching and desperate.

“Give her everything,” Tracy murmured, watching my cock drive into Courtney’s body. “She needs it. She’s been waiting so long.”

I hammered into her. Courtney’s breasts pressed against the mattress with each thrust, the weight of them compressed and released, and the mattress springs protested beneath us. Her hips met mine, pushing back, driving herself onto my cock, taking me deeper than the angle should have allowed. The wet, relentless slap of our bodies filled the master bedroom, skin on skin, primal and unforgiving.

“Breed me,” Courtney gasped, her voice muffled against the pillow. “I want your baby inside me. I want what Tracy has. Every drop, Caleb. Cum as deep as you can. Fill me up until it’s spilling out of me.”

“I’m going to flood you,” I said, my voice rough and low, the words pulled from somewhere feral. “Both of you. Tonight. This bed. This is what this house is for.” I drove deeper, harder, the headboard tapping against the wall. “This is what I’m for.”

“Yes,” she cried. “Don’t stop. Give me everything you have.”

I buried myself to the hilt and the world narrowed to the place where our bodies met. The orgasm was not a crash but a flood, slow and immense, filling her in long pulses that left me hollowed out and trembling. I couldn’t watch her face. My eyes were closed, my forehead pressed between her shoulder blades, and I felt rather than saw her response. The catch of her breath beneath me. The way her body softened, going slack and yielding as I emptied into her. The quiet sound she made, not a moan or a cry but something closer to the exhale after holding your breath too long. Relief. Arrival. Home.

She collapsed forward, my cock still buried in her, still pulsing with the final aftershocks. She turned her head on the pillow and looked at me with eyes that were wet and shining, tears and firelight.

“I felt that one,” she said. “Deep. That was the one.” She wasn’t guessing. She wasn’t hoping. She said it the way she said everything that mattered. Certain. Absolute. Fifteen years of trusting data, and she’d just decided to trust her body instead.

Tracy kissed Courtney’s shoulder. “I think so too.”



Three bodies in the king bed. Tracy curled on my right, her golden skin pressed against mine, her pregnancy-heavy breasts pressed against my ribs, her hand resting on my stomach. Courtney on my left, her darker body heavy and anchoring, her head on my shoulder, her hair spread across the pillow we shared.

Courtney’s hand rested on my stomach. Tracy’s found it, covered it, held on.

The master bedroom was claimed. Harold’s room was mine now. The journal on the nightstand, the photograph of a man and a woman I’d never know, the carved headboard, the view of the grounds through the window. All of it, mine.

Tracy’s breathing slowed first. She was always the first to fall asleep, with the easy surrender of someone who’d never had trouble letting go. Her grip on Courtney’s hand relaxed but didn’t release.

Courtney stayed awake a while longer. Her thumb traced circles on the back of Tracy’s hand. Her other hand rested on my chest, feeling my heartbeat.

“Harold had three women in 1988,” I said quietly.

“I read that entry.” Courtney’s voice was soft. “The house needs voices, warmth, purpose.”

“We gave it that.”

“We’re giving it that.” She corrected me gently. Present tense. Ongoing. “This isn’t finished, Caleb.”

“I know.”

“Good.” She pressed her lips to my shoulder. “Because I’m not finished either.”

She fell asleep. Her breathing deepened, her body grew heavier against mine, and the last tension left her shoulders.

A breeze came through the cracked window and carried the scent of lavender into the room. The photograph on the nightstand caught the moonlight. Harold and the woman I didn’t recognize, smiling, in front of a house that was still standing.


Chapter 13: What the House Gives

One week later, and Tracy was nesting.

She’d reorganized the kitchen three times in four days. The pantry was alphabetized. The spice rack was color-coded. She’d ordered baby books online and they arrived in a stack that she read at the kitchen table during breakfast, marking pages with folded corners and reading passages aloud to anyone within earshot.

“Did you know the baby is the size of a blueberry right now?” she said, holding up a book with an illustration. “A blueberry. With a heartbeat. Inside me.”

“I’m aware of how pregnancy works,” Courtney said from behind her French press.

“I know you are. I’m just excited. Let me be excited.” Tracy clutched the book to her chest. “I’m going to be so good at this.”

She was six weeks along and glowing in a way that had nothing to do with her tan. The morning sickness had settled into a manageable pattern: rough from six to eight AM, fine after that. Her body was changing in small, visible ways. The fuller breasts. A slight softness at her waist that hadn’t been there before. Her skin looked luminous, like the pregnancy was generating light from the inside.

She’d started talking about the nursery. Which room should it be. What color the walls should be. Whether the crib should face the window or the door.

“The room next to the master bedroom,” she said. “So the baby can hear you breathing at night. Babies sleep better when they can hear someone close.”

“You googled that,” I said.

“Courtney’s rubbing off on me.”

Courtney smiled into her coffee.



The house was transforming. I walked the grounds in the morning, a habit I’d developed in the past week, and took stock.

The garden was half-restored. Harold’s raised herb beds were cleared and thriving, the lavender and rosemary and thyme growing with a vigor that seemed excessive for plants that had been neglected for months. The greenhouse door was propped open, the interior cleaned, the cracked glass panels patched with silicone. I’d planted tomato starts along the south wall, and they were already showing new growth.

The east wing was open and clean. The sitting room at the end of the corridor was heated and livable, its fireplace tested, its radiators humming. The seven bedrooms were swept and ready, empty but waiting. The plumbing was connected, the electrical restored. A whole wing of the house, prepared for a future I could feel approaching.

The west wing was home. Kitchen, living room, study, bedrooms, bathrooms. All of it functional, most of it improved. The floors refinished. The cabinets repaired. The fireplace restored. Fresh paint, clean windows, solid plumbing, reliable heat.

And the front steps. I’d rebuilt them last week. New treads, new risers, new stringers. Cedar, to match the porch. The second step, the one that had been missing when I first arrived, was solid and level and it didn’t creak when you walked on it.

The house was transforming. Still rough in places. Still scarred. But every week it looked more like what it was supposed to be.



Courtney found me in the study at two in the afternoon.

I was reading Harold’s journals, the 1997 volume, the one where he documented Dr. Varga’s tests. The results were identical to mine. Normal everything. Average across the board. Harold had written in the margin: Another dead end. The house doesn’t care about data.

Courtney stood in the doorway. She was wearing cotton shorts and a silk camisole, the same outfit from the night in her room when she’d told me about her marriage. Simple. Honest. No wrap dress, no professional shield. She held something in her hand. Small. White. Plastic.

Her eyes were wet.

She walked to me and held out the pregnancy test. Two lines. Strong, clear, unmistakable.

I looked at the test. I looked at her face. The poise was still there, holding the shape of her expression, but it was thin. Paper-thin. Transparent. Behind it was everything she’d been carrying for three years. The divorce. The sperm bank. The waiting. The negative test from a week ago that she’d met with patience and resolve. All of it pressing against the surface, trying to get through.

I stood and took her in my arms. She pressed against me, her face against my neck, and went perfectly still. Not crying, not trembling. Holding herself motionless the way she always did when something threatened to break through, as if moving would shatter whatever was keeping her upright.

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice was barely audible. “For all of it. Not just this.”

I held her tighter. She let out a single breath, long and slow, and her body finally unlocked against mine. I knew what she meant. Not just the baby. The home. The safety. The feeling of being wanted rather than tolerated. The feeling of being seen and chosen and held, which was everything Daniel had failed to give her and everything this house had provided.

“You’re welcome,” I said.

She pulled back. The tears came then. Quiet, dignified tears that tracked down her cheeks without disturbing the rest of her face. She wiped them with the heel of her hand and looked at the test again. Like she needed to verify it was still there.

She pressed her hand to her stomach. Then she pressed it to my chest. Held them both there, like she was measuring something only she could feel.

I kissed her forehead. She closed her eyes and leaned into the contact.

Tracy’s voice came from the doorway. “Is that what I think it is?”

Courtney held up the test. Tracy covered her mouth with both hands. Then she crossed the room in three steps and wrapped her arms around both of us.

“I knew it,” Tracy said. “I told you. I told you both. The house knows.”

Three of us, tangled in Harold’s study, surrounded by journals and letters and decades of evidence that this place did something nobody could explain. Two women, both carrying my children. A house that was alive in ways I couldn’t measure and didn’t need to understand.



Evening. Courtney’s room. She took my hand and led me to the bed.

She was wearing the cotton shorts and silk camisole. No pretense. No theater. She sat on the edge of the bed and looked up at me.

“I don’t want this to be about breeding tonight,” she said. “The baby’s already there. I want this to be about us.”

She undressed me slowly. Shirt lifted over my head with careful hands. Belt unbuckled. Jeans pushed down. She traced her fingers along my body like she was memorizing the topography. Every ridge. Every line. The scar on my knuckle. The calluses on my palms. She held my hands in hers and pressed her lips to the rough skin.

I undressed her. The camisole over her head, revealing her heavy breasts, the dark nipples, the warm flush spreading down from her throat. The cotton shorts down the swell of her hips, past her thick thighs, off. She lay back on the bed, naked and soft in the lamplight, and she was the most real thing I’d ever seen. No pretense. No performance. Just Courtney.

I lay beside her. Spooning. Her back against my chest, my arm around her waist, my hand resting flat on her stomach where new life was growing beneath the smooth skin. She pressed her hips back against me, felt me hard against her ass, and reached behind to grip my cock. Her hand guided me between her thighs, angled me, and I slid into her from behind.

The sensation was unhurried and intimate and sacred. That was the only word for it. Not the frantic breeding urgency of previous encounters. Quieter than that. Ours alone, in this room, with the moon through the window and the house humming around us. Her pussy was warm and slick and welcoming, gripping me gently as I filled her, and the intimacy of entering her from behind while holding her, my chest to her spine, my arm around her waist, my hand on the place where our child was growing, was almost more than I could bear.

I moved inside her in a languid grinding rhythm. Not thrusting. Rolling. My hips pressed against her full ass, my cock buried deep, and each movement was a slow circle that ground me against the deepest parts of her. She reached behind and held my hip, her fingers pressing into the muscle, setting the pace. Gentle. Gentler than breath.

“Just like this,” she murmured. “Keep it slow. I want to memorize how you feel.”

I didn’t rush. I gave her patience. I gave her everything slow. Long, grinding strokes that kept me seated inside her, the wet heat of her body pulsing around my cock. I could feel everything at this pace. Every ridge of her. Every grip and flutter. The way her body tightened around me when I pushed deepest.

I cupped her breast. She covered my hand with hers, pressing it closer, and I felt the dense, substantial weight of her in my palm, the nipple hardening against my fingers. I rolled it gently and she exhaled a long, shuddering breath, her pussy tightening around me.

“That’s it,” she whispered. “That’s all I need. Just you. Inside me. Holding me.”

She turned her head to kiss me over her shoulder. The angle was awkward and perfect, our mouths meeting sideways, and the kiss was tender and deep, her tongue finding mine, and she tasted like wine and saltines and the particular flavor of a woman who’d finally stopped holding back.

The position shifted. She rolled in my arms to face me, my cock slipping free for a moment, the cool air a shock after her warmth. Then she rolled onto her back, pulling me with her, wanting me above. Wanting my weight and my face and my eyes. Missionary. Her legs wrapped around my waist. My forehead pressed against hers. I entered her again, sliding in easily, slick from both of us, and we found the same slow, deep rhythm. Face to face. Eyes open.

The strokes were long and unhurried, each one drawing almost all the way out before pressing home, and I watched her face with every inch. The way her lips parted. The way her eyes softened. The way her pupils dilated as I pushed deepest. Her breasts rocked gently between us with each thrust, and I felt her nipples, hard and swollen, dragging against my chest.

She came quietly. A shudder that moved through her body like a wave beneath still water, starting in her core and rippling outward. Her eyes stayed open, watching me, refusing to look away, and her inner muscles clenched in slow, rolling pulses around my cock, squeezing and releasing, drawing me deeper. She made a sound that was barely a whisper. My name. Not “baby.” Not a command. My name.

“Caleb.”

I followed her. Deep and complete, pressing fully into her and letting go, the orgasm rolling through me rather than crashing, slow and prolonged. She didn’t close her eyes. Her hands held my face, her thumbs against my cheekbones, and she watched me through every pulse. Not reacting to the sensation. Just witnessing. Holding space for it. Her legs tightened around me and her lips moved, but no sound came out, just my name shaped silently on her mouth. The look on her face, the raw tenderness of it, the completeness, was almost too much to hold.

I rested my head on her chest. Her breasts were soft and yielding against my cheek, the weight of them warm against my face. I could hear her heartbeat beneath my ear. Steady. Strong. Slightly fast.

She stroked my hair. Long, slow passes from my forehead to the back of my skull. The gesture was maternal and possessive and tender, and I let myself sink into it, my softening cock still inside her, our bodies joined, the warmth of my cum pooled deep in the body where our child was already growing.

“Two heartbeats now,” she whispered.

We lay together. The simplest version of what we’d built, stripped of everything except skin and breath and the sound of a house settling around us.

The lamplight was amber. The house was quiet. Through the window, the garden was silver in the moonlight.



I went to the study after Courtney fell asleep.

The last journal on the shelf was unmarked. No year embossed on the cover. The leather was newer than the others, less worn. I opened it.

Harold’s handwriting, still neat, still slanted, but shakier than the earlier volumes. The pen strokes were thinner. The hand that made them was older.

The final entry was dated two weeks before his death.

I stopped asking why the house does what it does.

Every test came back negative. Every theory fell apart. The water is normal. The soil is normal. My blood is normal. And yet every woman who came here with hope left here with a child.

Maybe some things aren’t meant to be understood. Maybe the question was never “why does it work” but “why do I keep asking instead of being grateful.” The women who came here didn’t need an explanation. They needed a home. A warm bed. Someone who’d be there. And the house provided.

I think that’s the answer, if there is one. Not the water or the soil or the blood. Not some mechanism hiding in the walls. Just presence. Just willingness. Just the decision to be here, fully, for whoever walks through the door.

The house gives what it gives. Be grateful.

I closed the journal. Set it down on the desk beside the green lamp. The study was quiet. The clock ticked. The radiator hissed. Through the window, the garden was still.

Harold’s voice, steady and certain across the years, sank into me like heat from the fireplace. He’d stopped looking for the answer and started living inside the question. Decades of that. And it had been enough.

I looked at the shelves of journals. Forty years. Dozens of women. Babies named after Harold. Letters that said “thank you” like the words could barely hold the feeling.

I didn’t have answers. I might never have answers. But I had a house with warm rooms and two women sleeping upstairs, and a growing certainty that whatever the estate did, it didn’t need my understanding. It needed my presence.

I turned off the desk lamp and sat in the dark for a moment. The study smelled like old paper and pipe tobacco, Harold’s scent preserved in the leather and the wood. The chair fit me perfectly. It had been his and now it was mine, and the continuity of that felt like a handshake across time.

My phone buzzed. Email notification. I pulled it up.

New inquiry on the rental listing. A woman named Diana.

Dear Mr. Reeves,

I’ve been tracking the Reeves Estate’s conception success rate through fertility network databases and public records for the past six months. Your property shows a statistically anomalous pattern that I believe warrants investigation. I have questions about your property’s history, the duration of residency for previous tenants, and the specific conditions that may correlate with reproductive outcomes.

I’d like to discuss tenancy. I’ve attached my preliminary research.

Regards, Diana Pritchard

I opened the attachment. A spreadsheet. Columns for year, tenant name (redacted but numbered), duration of stay, confirmed conception, gestational outcome. Data points going back to 1978, which meant Diana had accessed records that even I hadn’t found in Harold’s journals. She’d sourced from clinic records, fertility network databases, county birth registrations. Cross-referenced and correlated.

The spreadsheet had ninety-seven rows. Ninety-seven women across four decades. All with confirmed conceptions during or immediately following residence at the estate. The conception rate column was uniform: 100%.

Diana Pritchard had quantified what Harold and I had experienced anecdotally. She’d turned the mystery into data. And she wanted to move in.

I scrolled down. At the bottom of the spreadsheet, she’d added a notes section.

Statistical probability of a 97/97 conception rate in a non-clinical residential setting with no documented medical intervention: approximately 1 in 4.7 trillion. For context, this makes the Reeves Estate the most statistically anomalous fertility location documented in modern reproductive science. I am aware this sounds implausible. The data disagrees.

I sat in the dark study and smiled. Tracy had arrived with optimism and a yellow Volkswagen. Courtney had arrived with composure and a single elegant suitcase. Diana was going to arrive with a spreadsheet and ninety-seven questions.

She was going to be interesting.

I typed a reply.

Diana, thank you for your inquiry. The estate has rooms available. I’d be happy to discuss the property and its history. When are you available for a visit?

Best, Caleb

I pocketed the phone and stepped onto the front porch. The repaired steps held my weight without sound. The house behind me was alive. Lit from within. Two women inside, both carrying my children.

Somewhere out there, a woman named Diana was packing her bags.

And there was room for more.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Cole Cross. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Leave a review — Even a quick star rating helps other readers find this book.

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Cole Cross are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Cole Cross

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc19B.jpg





cover.jpeg
THE BIMBD ‘






