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Chapter 1: The Sutton House

The romcom on TV had been running for an hour and I still didn’t know anyone’s name.

Bridget sat to my left on the sectional, legs tucked under her, a coffee mug balanced on the armrest. Her robe was the old terrycloth one she’d owned since before I moved in, tied at the waist with a loose knot, a faded blue cardigan draped over it like she needed one more layer between herself and the world. She did that. Pulled the cardigan tighter when she caught someone looking. Not that she caught me looking. Not that I looked.

Except tonight the robe’s neckline had slipped, and the cardigan had fallen off her left shoulder, and the heavy, soft shape beneath the robe was visible in a way it usually wasn’t. Full, heavy breasts hidden for years under layers of fabric and responsibility. A chest that a woman like Bridget buried under cardigans and aprons because she was someone’s godmother and someone’s mother and the only adult in the house. She pulled the cardigan back up without looking at me. Didn’t need to look. She knew.

Cassie sat to my right. Cut-up jean shorts that stopped a dangerous inch below her hip bones. An oversized sweater with nothing underneath. Her legs were folded under her, bare, the thigh-gap visible in the lamp light, and her pierced eyebrow caught the TV’s blue flicker every time she turned her head. Auburn hair shoved behind one ear, fingers wrapped around her phone, bratty resting face locked in at full power. She was scrolling through something and hadn’t looked up in twenty minutes.

“This movie is terrible,” Cassie said without looking up.

“You picked it,” Bridget said.

“I picked it ironically.”

“That’s not how picking movies works, Cass.”

I said nothing. The couch was comfortable. The house was comfortable. Bridget’s shampoo drifted over from my left, something drugstore and floral, and Cassie’s body spray came from my right, sharper, sweeter, like fruit candy left in a hot car. The two scents mixed in the middle of my chest and sat there.

This was the baseline. Three people on a sectional watching a movie nobody cared about, close enough that I could feel Bridget’s knee through her robe, the heat of her skin through terrycloth and the cool of Cassie’s bare ankle against my calf. We’d been doing this since I was twelve. Six years of Wednesday nights. Different movies, same couch, same arrangement. Cassie on my right because she liked the lamp for scrolling. Bridget on my left because that end of the sectional was closest to the kitchen.

Me in the middle because that’s where I’d always been.

The movie had a scene where the lead actor kissed the woman in the rain. Standard romcom stuff. Cassie groaned.

“Why is it always rain? Nobody wants to kiss in the rain. You’re wet and cold and your mascara is running. This is not romantic. This is hypothermia with a soundtrack.”

“It’s a metaphor,” Bridget said.

“For what? Poor planning?” Cassie threw a piece of popcorn at the screen. “Close the umbrella, walk inside, kiss her in the hallway like a person with a functioning brain.”

“You’re very passionate about this for someone who claims not to care about the movie.”

“I don’t care about the movie. I care about accuracy.”

I ate the popcorn she’d thrown. Off the sectional cushion. She saw me do it and her nose wrinkled.

“That’s disgusting.”

“Five-second rule.”

“That was a ten-second popcorn. It lived on that cushion. It had a life.”

The movie ended. Cassie yawned, stretched. The sweater rode up, showing a strip of flat stomach, the tiny waist, the belly button. The fabric pulled tight across her small B-cups, the nipples visible through the cotton. She caught me catching the movement and smirked. The smirk was reflexive. She’d been deploying it since she was fifteen, the default Cassie expression for any moment that had charge in it.

“Take a picture, it lasts longer.”

“I was looking at the TV.”

“The TV’s behind me.”

She had a point. I looked at the TV.

Bridget stood and gathered the mugs. Her robe shifted as she leaned forward, the neckline gaping for a moment, the full shape beneath it shifting with her before the extra layer fell back into place. She straightened quickly.

“I’m going to check the mail, then I’ll lock up.”

“It’s ten o’clock,” I said. “Mail came this morning.”

“I forgot to get it.” She didn’t look at either of us. She went to the kitchen, her bare feet quiet on the hardwood, the robe swaying around her thick thighs.

Cassie watched her go, then glanced at me sideways. The bratty face was gone. What replaced it was the other Cassie, the one that noticed things and filed them and built theories that were usually right.

“She’s been weird all week,” she said.

“She’s fine.”

“She’s not fine. She did the thing with the extra layer four times during the movie. She checked her phone twice when it didn’t ring. She made meatloaf on a Wednesday, which is a Thursday food.” Cassie held up three fingers. “Three tells. Mom’s upset about something she’s not saying.”

I didn’t say anything. Cassie noticed things. She noticed them loudly, at inconvenient times, and with surgical accuracy. She’d been doing it since we were kids, reading the house the way some people read weather, tracking the emotional barometric pressure through the small shifts that most people missed. It was one of her worst qualities. Also one of her best.

Bridget came back from the front door with the mail and sat at the kitchen table. The round table that seated four, though the fourth chair had been empty since Mike died. She sorted through envelopes. Junk. Junk. Utility bill. Then she stopped.

I was in the kitchen doorway. Her shoulders stiffened.

“What is it?”

She held up a letter. Return address from a mortgage servicing company. She opened it slowly, read it, set it on the table face-down.

“We’re two months behind,” she said. Flat. Factual. She’d been absorbing difficulty so long the edges had worn smooth. “Twenty-four hundred dollars. They’ll start the default process in sixty days if it isn’t current.”

The kitchen was quiet. The fridge hummed. Cassie appeared behind me, phone finally lowered.

“How much do we have?” Cassie asked.

“Enough for one payment. Not two.” Bridget looked at the wall behind me, not at me. “My check covers bills and groceries. It doesn’t cover the gap.”

I knew the gap. I’d known it for three months, since the workers’ comp settlement ran out. Bridget’s salary as a hospital billing administrator covered the house, the food, and the insurance. It didn’t cover the deferred maintenance on the furnace, the brake job on her car, or the second mortgage payment she’d been stretching with money that wasn’t there anymore.

“My Save-Mart check…” I started.

“Cody, your check covers your car insurance and gas. I’m not taking your grocery money.”

“It’s our house.”

“It’s my mortgage.” She said it gently. She always did. Years of being the only adult in every room had sanded the edges off her frustration until what came out sounded like patience, even when it was exhaustion.

Cassie leaned against the doorframe. “My scholarship email came this afternoon.”

We both looked at her.

“Budget cuts. They’re not renewing it for fall. That’s eight thousand for the semester.” Her voice was flat. The sarcasm was up, but her jaw was tight. She fidgeted with her eyebrow piercing, the silver ring turning between her fingertips, and I knew the tell. She was scared. Cassie’s sarcasm got louder when she was scared.

“We’ll figure it out,” Bridget said.

Nobody at that table believed her. But we let her say it, because Bridget saying “we’ll figure it out” was how she processed things. She didn’t panic. She didn’t yell. She stated the problem, offered the reassurance, and then sat up until midnight with the bills doing math that didn’t work.

Cassie caught my eye across the kitchen. The defiance had drained from her face. Underneath it, the nineteen-year-old whose scholarship had just evaporated and whose mother was two months behind on the mortgage and whose only financial plan was a part-time art student’s prayer that the universe would figure it out.

I nodded at her. Not a reassurance. An acknowledgment. I see you. I know.

She nodded back. The tiniest incline of her head. Then the attitude snapped back and she looked at her phone and said “I’m going to bed” and went upstairs without saying goodnight, which was how Cassie said goodnight when she was too scared to be soft.

I went upstairs. Brushed my teeth in the shared bathroom, the one between my room and Cassie’s. Her towel on the left hook, mine on the right, same arrangement since middle school. The mirror had a crack in the lower corner from when Cassie threw a hairbrush at it sophomore year. Mike’s old electric razor was still in the cabinet because Bridget never moved it.

My room. Across the hall from Cassie’s. Bridget’s master suite at the end. Three bedrooms, one bathroom, walls thin enough to hear a phone alarm through the drywall.

I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. The house settled around me, the way old houses do: floorboard pops, pipe ticks, the furnace kicking on with a sound like a long exhale.

Below me, Bridget was still in the kitchen. I could hear her moving around. Opening drawers. The sound of paper being stacked. She was doing the bills, the way she did every night after we went to bed, the private ritual of a woman counting money that wasn’t enough.

Across the hall, Cassie laughed at something on her phone. Short, bright, unguarded because she thought no one was listening. Then quiet. Then the soft rhythm of her typing.

I folded my hands behind my head and thought about numbers.

Fourteen dollars an hour at the Save-Mart. Twenty-eight hours a week because they wouldn’t give stockers full-time. That was $392 a week before taxes. Roughly $1,400 a month take-home. My car insurance was $180. Gas was $120. I gave Bridget $200 for groceries even though she said not to. That left me with $900 a month, and the mortgage shortfall was $2,400.

The numbers didn’t work. They hadn’t worked in three months. They weren’t going to start working because I stared at the ceiling hard enough.

Trade school cost money we didn’t have. The military paid, but I’d be gone, and Bridget would be alone with Cassie and the mortgage and the furnace that was going to die in November. I’d thought about both options every night for a month, and every night the same answer came back: not yet. Not until there was a plan for them.

Bridget had taken me in when I was twelve. My mother’s best friend, the woman named in my mother’s will, the one who showed up to the hospital room and signed the guardianship papers before my mother’s body was cold. She wasn’t my blood. Neither was Cassie. The state had paperwork that said one thing. Biology said another.

But Bridget gave me a bedroom. Mike taught me to change a tire. Cassie stole my hoodies the first week. When Mike fell off that scaffold a year after I moved in, the three of us held each other in the kitchen and didn’t let go until the sun came up.

They were my family. Not by blood. By six years of dinners at a round table, shared bathrooms, stolen hoodies, Wednesday-night movies nobody loved but nobody broke. By Bridget making hot chocolate at two in the morning when I was twelve and couldn’t sleep. By Mike telling me a man’s job is to take care of the people under his roof, which was the last thing he said before he went to work the day of the scaffold.

I’d been trying to live up to that ever since. With $14 an hour and a broken jar on top of the fridge and the stubborn refusal to accept that I was failing.

And their house was sixty days from a default notice.

I turned onto my side. Through the wall, Bridget’s footsteps moved from the kitchen to the stairs, slow, heavy. She paused on the landing. I heard her breathing outside my door. Two seconds. Three. Then her footsteps continued to the master bedroom, and the door closed quietly.

The house went dark.

I thought about the fourth chair at the kitchen table. Empty for five years. Mike used to sit there on weekday mornings, reading the sports page, drinking coffee Bridget made before he was awake. She still made the coffee at five-thirty even though nobody drank it until six-fifteen. Some habits outlive the person they were for.

My mother died of cancer in a hospital bed on a Tuesday. I was twelve. She weighed ninety-one pounds at the end, and she smelled like antiseptic and something sweet underneath that I’ve never been able to name. She told me Bridget would take care of me. She told me to be good. She didn’t tell me who my father was. She never had.

Bridget kept that promise. Every year, every meal, every signed permission slip, every awkward parent-teacher conference where she explained she was the godmother, not the mother, and the teachers nodded and wrote it down and never asked again.

I owed her everything. And everything I had was fourteen dollars an hour at the Save-Mart.

Across the hall, Cassie’s light clicked off. Sixty days on the mortgage notice. Same numbers, same shortfall, same dead end.

I couldn’t keep stocking dairy coolers while the house fell apart.


Chapter 2: The Screening Drive

Danny Ruiz told me about it on my lunch break.

We were in the back of the Save-Mart, sitting on overturned milk crates behind the loading dock. Danny was eating a gas station burrito and getting hot sauce on his work polo. I was eating an apple because I was trying to spend less than four dollars on lunch.

“Northridge State’s doing a screening thing,” Danny said between bites. “Fertility clinic or something. They give you fifty bucks just for showing up.”

“Fifty bucks for what?”

“You jerk off in a cup and they hand you cash. Twenty minutes, in and out.”

I looked at him. Danny had the kind of face that made everything sound like a scam, mostly because half the things Danny said were scams. Last month he’d tried to sell me a generator he found behind a Denny’s.

“It’s legit,” he said. “My cousin’s girlfriend’s roommate did the women’s version. Got seventy-five. They’re testing some new fertility drug or something. The screening’s just baseline data. Walk in, fill the cup, walk out rich.”

“Fifty dollars isn’t rich.”

“It’s richer than sitting here eating an apple.”

He had a point. He usually did, buried under the hot sauce and the scams.

I finished my apple. Danny finished his burrito, wiped his hands on his polo, and went back to reorganizing the cereal aisle according to some system he’d invented that nobody understood but him. Danny had been working at the Save-Mart for three years and had turned chaos into an art form. The managers tolerated him because he never called in sick and he could carry two cases of bottled water on each shoulder.

“Hey,” he called from the door. “If you go, take a picture of the tent setup. I want to know what kind of operation these people are running.”

“Why?”

“Market research.” He tapped his temple. “Always be learning, Cody. That’s the Danny Ruiz difference.”

I drove to Northridge State after my shift. Changed out of the Save-Mart polo in the parking lot, because showing up to a college campus in a grocery store uniform felt like wearing a sign that said I DIDN’T GO HERE AND PROBABLY NEVER WILL. I put on the plain T-shirt I kept in the back seat for exactly this kind of situation, which was to say: any situation that required looking like a person instead of an employee.

The campus was fifteen minutes from the Save-Mart, a sprawl of stucco buildings and parking lots on the edge of town. Palm trees in the medians. Bike racks full of expensive bikes with U-locks. Students walking in groups, laughing, carrying books and coffee cups and the easy confidence of people whose tuition was someone else’s problem.

I’d never gone here. The money was never there, and Bridget never pushed. She said trade school or college or whatever I wanted, but the way she said it, careful and supportive and completely transparent, I could hear the math she was doing behind her eyes. Every tuition dollar was a mortgage dollar. Every semester was another year of deferred maintenance on the furnace. She’d never once said “we can’t afford it.” She’d said “whatever you want, Cody” and let the numbers speak for themselves. I told her I’d figure it out. Same thing I told myself about everything. The refrain of a household that ran on patience and the unspoken agreement that figuring it out was a plan instead of a prayer.

The screening drive was set up in a tent complex outside the student union. White pop-up tents, the kind you see at county fairs, with plastic folding tables and paper signs that said NORTHRIDGE COMMUNITY FERTILITY ASSESSMENT in clinical blue font. A smaller sign underneath: PARTICIPANTS RECEIVE $50 CASH COMPENSATION. AGES 18+. NO APPOINTMENT NECESSARY.

The line was short. Four guys ahead of me, all students by the look of them. Cargo shorts and backpacks and the relaxed posture of people who didn’t have a mortgage hanging over their heads. A woman at the intake table handed me a clipboard with a form. Name, age, health history, consent to anonymous data use. I filled it out. She handed me a sample cup and a laminated card with a number.

“Station three,” she said. “Through the curtain on the right. There’s hand sanitizer and, um, reference materials if you need them.”

“Reference materials.”

“Magazines.” She didn’t make eye contact.

The collection station was a folding chair behind a plastic privacy curtain that had a rip in the corner and smelled like hand sanitizer and regret. The “reference materials” were three dog-eared copies of Maxim from 2019 and something called Barely Legal that had a coffee ring on the cover and a subscription card falling out of the centerfold. The setup was about as erotic as a DMV appointment. Less, actually. The DMV at least had air conditioning.

There was a hand-lettered sign on the curtain partition that said PLEASE BE BRIEF. Somebody had added “that’s what she said” in pencil underneath it.

I didn’t need the magazines. The drug I hadn’t taken yet, the one I didn’t know existed, the one that would rewrite my body’s operating system in approximately six days, wasn’t in my system. But I was eighteen, and I’d been hard on and off since Cassie’s sweater rode up last night on the sectional, and some things don’t require pharmaceutical assistance. Being eighteen with a functioning imagination and a clear memory of a thigh-gap in lamplight was enough.

I filled the cup. Sealed it. Washed my hands. Walked out.

The whole thing took less time than I’d spent in the line.

At the table, a different woman, older, lab coat over a polo shirt, took the sample and handed me an envelope with five ten-dollar bills. She stuck a label on the cup and set it in a cooler with about thirty others.

“Results are confidential and anonymous,” she said. “We’ll only contact you if there’s a significant finding. That almost never happens.”

“How almost?”

“In three years of community screenings, we’ve contacted maybe four people.”

I nodded. Pocketed the cash. Walked to my car.

The drive home took twelve minutes. I spent most of it thinking about the mortgage. Twenty-four hundred dollars. Sixty days. Fifty dollars in my pocket that I’d gotten for doing something I would have done anyway before bed tonight.

The Sutton house looked the same as always when I pulled up. White siding that needed pressure washing. A front porch with a bench Mike had built that was starting to splinter on one side. Bridget’s car in the driveway, a twelve-year-old Honda Civic with a passenger-side mirror held on with electrical tape.

Inside, Bridget was making spaghetti. The kitchen smelled like garlic and the tomato sauce she made from a can but pretended was homemade. She was in her work clothes, a blouse and slacks, her auburn-highlighted hair clipped up, still wearing her hospital ID on a lanyard around her neck. She cooked with it on sometimes. Like she forgot she was home.

“Hey,” she said. “How was work?”

“Fine. Stocked the dairy cooler. Danny tried to sell me a lawnmower.”

“Does it work?”

“He didn’t say. Which means no.”

She smiled. The tired kind, the one that faded before it finished forming. She’d been doing that smile for years, the one that said I’m fine, everything’s fine, don’t worry about me.

I pulled the envelope out of my back pocket. Took out a twenty and set it on the counter.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Groceries.”

“Cody.”

“I got fifty bucks for a screening thing at Northridge State. Medical study. Took twenty minutes.”

She picked up the twenty and held it like she was weighing it. “You don’t have to…”

“I know.”

She looked at me. Crow’s feet starting at the corners. Years of carrying everything for everyone and never once setting any of it down, all visible in the soft lines around her eyes.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

The word landed differently tonight. Made the kitchen feel smaller. Not uncomfortable. Intimate. The closeness of living in the same house for six years, eating at the same table, knowing exactly how someone takes their coffee and which bill they’re stressing about and what song they hum while they stir the sauce. She hummed now. Something from the nineties, soft, absent. She didn’t know she did it. Cassie and I both knew the songs.

I set the rest of the fifty in the jar on top of the fridge where I kept my savings. The jar had eighty-two dollars in it. Now it had a hundred and twelve. I was saving for trade school, or a better car, or some future that cost more than I had. The jar had been at eighty-two dollars for two months.

Dinner was spaghetti and garlic bread and a salad Cassie picked at while complaining about her color theory professor.

“He says I don’t understand warm tones. I understand warm tones. I just think his warm tones look like vomit.”

“Maybe use different words when you tell him that,” Bridget said.

“I used exactly those words. He gave me a C-minus.”

“That might be related.”

“That’s definitely related. But I stand by my aesthetic position.” Cassie twirled spaghetti around her fork with the intensity of someone conducting a symphony. “Warm tones should feel warm. His warm tones feel like someone microwaved a sunset and left it in the breakroom.”

Bridget looked at me. I shrugged. Cassie’s art criticism was best observed, not participated in. She’d been having this particular war with her color theory professor since September, and neither of them showed signs of surrender.

I ate and listened. This was the rhythm. Bridget cooked, Cassie complained, I ate. The round table, three chairs occupied, the fourth empty. Mike’s chair. It sat against the wall, slightly pushed back, the wood a shade lighter where his arms used to rest. Nobody sat in it. Nobody moved it. It was just there, the same way his razor was in the bathroom cabinet and his jacket was in the hall closet and the coffee Bridget made at five-thirty was a habit that outlived the man it was for. Bridget kept the things that didn’t cost anything to keep. The things that cost money, she was losing.

After dinner I did the dishes. Bridget dried. She stood close at the narrow counter, her hip near mine. The smell of dish soap mixed with her shampoo.

“I’ll figure out the mortgage,” I said.

“That’s my job.”

“It’s our house.”

She set down the dish towel. Looked at me with an expression that was half gratitude and half refusal. “You’re eighteen, Cody. You shouldn’t have to figure out mortgages.”

“I’ve been eighteen for three weeks. The mortgage has been late for two months.”

She didn’t argue. She touched my arm. Her hand was damp from the dish towel, and she left it there for two seconds, maybe three, a grip she’d been giving me since I was twelve. A squeeze. A reassurance. A thank you and a you don’t have to and I love you all packed into the pressure of her fingers.

Then she picked up the towel and finished drying.

After dinner, Cassie disappeared upstairs with her sketchbook. Bridget and I sat at the table for a while. She had bills in front of her, the stack she sorted through every night after we went to bed. Tonight she was sorting them earlier, like the mortgage notice had moved up the schedule on everything.

“I called the furnace company,” she said. “The repair estimate is eight hundred. If we can hold off until November.”

“It’s September.”

“I’m aware.” She moved an envelope from one pile to another. The system was invisible to anyone who wasn’t Bridget: this pile was urgent, that pile was manageable, the third pile was ignore-and-pray. “The car needs brakes too. That’s three hundred I don’t have.”

“I’ll pick up extra shifts.”

“Cody, you already work five days.”

“I’ll work six.”

She looked at me. The tired brown eyes. The softness underneath the tiredness. “You’re eighteen. You should be going to parties and making bad decisions. Not picking up extra shifts to cover my brake job.”

“I don’t go to parties. And my bad decisions involve eating Danny’s gas station food, which is a different kind of dangerous.”

She almost laughed. Almost. The corner of her mouth twitched.

I went to bed. The screening at Northridge State was already fading into the background noise of the day, filed somewhere between Danny’s lawnmower pitch and the dairy cooler inventory and the furnace that needed eight hundred dollars we didn’t have. Twenty minutes in a tent. A cup. Fifty dollars. Forgot about it before my head hit the pillow.


Chapter 3: The Callback

The letter was in the mailbox on Saturday morning.

I was heading out for my shift when I saw it. Plain white envelope, heavier than junk mail, with a return address I didn’t recognize: Procreon Pharmaceutical, Inc. Below that: Northridge Regional Cohort, Phase II Clinical Trial. Below that: CONFIDENTIAL - ADDRESSEE ONLY.

I opened it standing in the driveway.

The letter was two pages, single-spaced. I read it twice. Then I read the number at the bottom a third time because it didn’t make sense.

Dear Mr. Hayward,

Your sample provided at the Northridge Community Fertility Assessment on [date] has been identified as meeting the baseline compatibility criteria for the Procreon-9 Phase II clinical trial. Your results placed in the 99.97th percentile for sperm count, motility, and viability across all regional screening cohorts.

We are writing to invite you to a clinical intake appointment at the Northridge Reproductive Health Clinic to discuss potential enrollment as the primary male donor in our regional Phase II program.

Donor compensation for the twelve-month trial period is $8,500 per month base stipend, with additional per-cycle bonuses and outcome incentives. Estimated total first-year compensation: $102,000-$130,000.

I read that number again. Then once more, because numbers like that didn’t show up in letters addressed to me. Numbers like that showed up in letters addressed to people who went to college and wore suits and had fathers who taught them about investments. Not to guys who stocked dairy coolers at the Save-Mart.

I went inside. Bridget was at the kitchen table with coffee, still in her robe and cardigan, hair clipped up. Saturday morning. She was reading something on her phone and didn’t look up when I walked in.

“Read this,” I said. Put the letter on the table.

She set her phone down. Read it. Her lips moved slightly on the numbers. She set it down.

“Read it again,” I said.

She read it again. Slower. When she looked up, her expression was the one she wore when she was trying not to feel something.

“A hundred and thirty thousand dollars,” she said.

“That’s the high end. The base is eight-five a month.”

“Eight thousand five hundred a month.” She said each word separately, each syllable distinct, the way you handle something fragile. Like she was translating from a foreign language. Like the numbers were in a currency she’d never traded in. “Cody, that’s more than I make. Working full-time at the hospital. That’s more than Mike made when…”

She stopped. Mike. Construction supervisor. Union wages. Good money by Northridge standards, enough to buy this house and keep it running, not enough to save against the future he didn’t get. She didn’t finish the sentence. The name hung in the kitchen between us, the way it always did when she invoked it: gently, carefully, like handling something that still bruised.

“He made forty-eight thousand,” she said. Quietly. “His best year. The year before the accident. Forty-eight thousand, and we thought we were doing well.”

She didn’t need to say the rest. Eight thousand five hundred a month was a hundred and two thousand a year at the base rate. More than double Mike’s best year. For doing something that started with a cup in a tent on a Wednesday afternoon.

“What do they want you to do?” she asked.

“It says clinical intake appointment. Northridge Reproductive Health Clinic.” I pointed to the bottom of the second page. “There’s a number to call.”

“A fertility trial.” She read the letter a third time. “They want you to be a donor. For a drug trial.”

“That’s what it says.”

She looked at me. Brown eyes, warm, calculating. The hospital billing administrator who’d been balancing impossible numbers for years ran the math in her head, and I could see it happening behind her face. Eighty-five hundred a month. The mortgage arrears were twenty-four hundred. Cassie’s tuition was eight thousand per semester. The furnace was going to die in November.

“You should go to the appointment,” she said.

I called Monday morning. The receptionist confirmed the appointment for Tuesday at ten. I told my shift lead at the Save-Mart I had a doctor’s appointment. He didn’t ask questions. Nobody at the Save-Mart asked questions about anything.

The Northridge Reproductive Health Clinic was a storefront in a strip mall on the edge of the college district. Between a nail salon called Nailed It and a tax preparation office that had been closed for two months but nobody had taken the sign down. A building that could be anything behind its tinted windows: a dentist, an accountant, a place where you go to get told numbers that change your life.

A small sign by the door read NRHC in clinical blue font, the same font from the screening drive. Below that: A Procreon Pharmaceutical Partner Clinic. The sign was tasteful, understated, branding that said we’re legitimate without saying we’re trying to convince you we’re legitimate. Money had been spent on the sign. Money had been spent on the tinted windows. Somebody with a budget had set this up.

Inside: beige carpet, two rows of chairs, a reception window with frosted glass. Better than the screening tent. Air conditioning that worked. Magazines that were current, not dog-eared 2019 Maxims. The waiting room smelled like clinical antiseptic and the subtle perfume of whoever had been sitting in these chairs before me.

A woman behind the glass smiled and said my name before I said it.

“Mr. Hayward? Lila will be right with you.”

I sat. The chairs were vinyl. There was a water cooler in the corner and a stack of pamphlets about reproductive health on a side table. The clock on the wall ticked audibly. Two other people in the waiting room: a woman in her thirties reading a magazine, a man about my age staring at his phone. Neither looked up.

The door beside the reception window opened.

“Cody Hayward?”

I looked up. Lila Donovan stood in the doorway.

She was in navy clinical scrubs, a stethoscope looped around her neck, a clipboard in her left hand. Brown hair pulled back in a low ponytail, small gold studs in her ears, glasses on a chain around her neck that she wasn’t wearing. She was slim through the waist and chest, a C-cup that didn’t draw attention under the scrubs. She looked professional and composed and completely unremarkable from the front.

Then she turned to lead me down the hallway.

That ass.

Heart-shaped, round, generous in a way that had nothing to do with the rest of her slim frame. The scrubs clung to it from behind like they’d been tailored for the purpose. It was the kind of ass you didn’t see until she turned away from you, and then you didn’t see anything else.

I followed her. Kept my eyes on the back of her head. Mostly.

She led me into a small office at the end of the hall. Windowless. A desk, two chairs, a computer, a filing cabinet. She closed the door and sat behind the desk. I sat across from her.

“I’m Lila Donovan,” she said. “Clinical intake nurse for the Procreon Phase II regional cohort.”

Her voice was calm, measured, the calmest voice I’d heard in a room in a while. She clicked her pen. Looked at me over the clipboard.

And her composure hitched, a micro-hesitation she smothered before it could take shape.

“We’ve met before,” I said.

“We have.” She didn’t elaborate. But I saw it now. The recognition she was holding at arm’s length. Lila Donovan. Heather Donovan’s daughter. The girl from the house on the other side of the fence who’d been babysitting me before she went off to nursing school. The one who’d always seemed impossibly older, impossibly put-together, even when she was just a college kid with a backpack and a ponytail heading out to clinicals.

She knew me. She’d watched me grow up from across the fence. She’d seen me mow the lawn. She’d been the college kid next door who waved from her car when she came home for weekends. And now she was sitting across a desk from me with a clipboard and a professional expression she was holding together with both hands.

“Let me walk you through the program,” she said.

She did. Clearly, clinically, with the precision of someone who’d delivered this information many times and never once let it affect her.

Procreon-9. A proprietary fertility-and-libido enhancement molecule developed by Procreon Pharmaceutical under NIH and DARPA grant funding. Currently in Phase II clinical trials across twelve regional cohorts. The drug enhanced fertility markers in both men and women: for men, sperm count, motility, viability, libido, stamina, and ejaculate volume. For women, ovulatory regularity, libido, lubrication, sensitivity, and pheromone receptor expression.

“The drug amplifies existing physiological capacity,” she said. “It does not create desire. It does not compel behavior. It enhances what’s already there.”

She said it like she’d said it a hundred times. Like it was a line she’d been trained to deliver. But her eyes held mine when she said it, and the emphasis on does not compel was more than clinical.

“The trial requires one primary male donor per regional cohort, matched against a group of female participants. Your screening results identified you as baseline-compatible. In fact, your numbers are the highest we’ve recorded in this region.”

“How high?”

She checked the chart. “Ninety-ninth point nine-seven percentile. Sperm count, motility, and viability. All three. We screened approximately three thousand men in this region over the past six months. Your sample was the only one that met Phase II compatibility thresholds.”

Three thousand men. One match. Me.

“Compensation,” she said, and laid out a sheet. “Base stipend: $8,500 per month. Per-cycle bonuses based on sample consistency and participant outcome metrics. Outcome incentives tied to quarterly reviews. Medical coverage for the duration of the trial. Estimated first-year total: $102,000 to $130,000, depending on cohort performance.”

She let the number sit. I let it sit too. Inside my head, the math was doing itself. Eighty-five hundred a month. The mortgage arrears cleared in month one. Cassie’s tuition covered by month two. The furnace replaced by Thanksgiving. Bridget’s car fixed by Christmas.

“What exactly would I be doing?” I asked.

“Daily dosing with PROCREON-9. Sustained-release oral capsule. You’d come to the clinic for weekly check-ins: bloodwork, sample collection, vitals. The female participants in your cohort dose every seventy-two hours. Sessions between you and your matched participants are scheduled for sample collection, cycle tracking, and follow-up.”

She said sessions the way a scientist says methodology. Clean. Detached. I heard what she wasn’t saying underneath it.

“The trial is twelve months,” she continued. “You can opt out at any three-month checkpoint with full prorated compensation and no penalty. Every participant can. The checkpoint is designed to confirm ongoing voluntary participation.”

“And the side effects?”

“For men: heightened libido, reduced refractory period, increased ejaculate volume, enhanced scent-receptor sensitivity. Possible mild physical changes over the twelve-month period, including slight muscle-mass redistribution.”

“Scent-receptor sensitivity?”

“You’ll notice pheromone cues you wouldn’t normally detect. Arousal, ovulation, physical desire. The drug upregulates the receptors.”

She said it calmly. Like she was telling me I’d have a sharper sense of smell instead of what she was actually telling me, which was that I’d be able to smell when a woman wanted me.

“Questions?” she asked.

A hundred. A thousand. But the mortgage was twenty-four hundred dollars behind, and Cassie’s tuition was eight thousand, and the only question that actually mattered was the one I asked.

“Where do I sign?”

She slid a contract across the desk. Thirty pages, dense legal text, consent clauses, NDA provisions, compensation schedules. I read enough to know what I was agreeing to. Daily dosing. Weekly clinic visits. Participation in scheduled sessions with matched female cohort members. Data collection. Confidentiality.

I signed. My handwriting was the same as always: slanted, angular. I’d never needed a nice signature. Thirty pages of legal text, and I signed them with a pen that had the clinic’s name on it, the kind you get free at conferences. The pen was cheap. The document was not.

Lila took the contract back. Her hands were perfectly still on the clipboard. Not a tremor. Not a tell. She was good at this. Years of training. Years of practice. She could sit across a desk from the kid she’d known since he was twelve, process a contract worth more than her mother earned in a year, and keep her voice level, her hands still, her face professional. Nothing about this was personal. That was the performance. She was very good at it.

But she held the signed pages for a beat longer than she needed to, and when she looked up, the professional mask was in place, flawless. The eyes behind it were not entirely calm. A flash of recognition she buried before it fully surfaced.

“Welcome to the program, Mr. Hayward.”

“Cody.”

“Welcome to the program, Cody.”

She said my name like a word she’d been avoiding. She’d known it since watching a twelve-year-old arrive at the Sutton house with a garbage bag of belongings and no parents. She’d just allowed herself to say it in this room, in this context, and it surprised her more than it surprised me.

I drove home with the contract copy on the passenger seat and a first-dose appointment scheduled for tomorrow morning at nine. I thought about Bridget at the kitchen table with the mortgage notice. I thought about Cassie’s scholarship email. I thought about the number on the contract.

$8,500 a month. $102,000 to $130,000 in a year.

More money than Mike ever made in construction. More money than Bridget made at the hospital. More money than I’d ever seen in one place, offered for something that started with a cup in a tent.

I pulled into the driveway. Bridget’s Honda was there. Cassie’s bike was chained to the porch railing. The mortgage notice was still face-down on the kitchen table inside.

I grabbed the contract and went inside.


Chapter 4: First Dose

The clinic was quiet at nine in the morning.

Lila was waiting in exam room two. Same navy scrubs, same low ponytail, same clipboard. She had the glasses on today, wire-rimmed, perched on her nose. They made her look like a different person. Sharper. More clinical. Less like the girl who’d handed me popsicles over the fence.

“Have a seat,” she said. “I’ll walk you through the dosing protocol and then we’ll get started.”

I sat on the exam table. Paper crinkled under me. The room smelled like rubbing alcohol and something faintly medicinal. A poster on the wall showed the male reproductive system in clinical cross-section. Helpful.

She pulled a small case from a locked drawer. Inside: a blister pack of capsules, each one clear with pale blue powder inside. PROCREON-9 was stamped on the foil backing.

“One daily, sustained-release. Take it with food. The drug reaches full plasma concentration approximately forty minutes after ingestion. Effects build over the first seventy-two hours, then stabilize.”

She listed the side effects again. I watched her say them. Heightened libido. Reduced refractory period. Increased ejaculate volume. Enhanced scent-receptor sensitivity. Possible physical changes over time: slight increase in lean mass, mild growth-plate effects in younger donors.

“Growth-plate effects?”

“You’re eighteen. If your growth plates haven’t fully closed, the drug may stimulate a final stage of growth. Nothing dramatic. Maybe an inch over the trial period.”

She popped one capsule from the blister pack and handed it to me with a paper cup of water.

“The female participants in your cohort will dose every seventy-two hours,” she said. “Their protocol enhances ovulatory regularity, libido, lubrication, sensitivity, and pheromone receptor expression.”

“You keep saying pheromone receptor expression.”

“Because it’s the effect participants notice most.” She looked at me over her glasses. “You’ll be able to smell things you’ve never consciously detected before. Arousal. Ovulation. Desire. The drug makes the body louder about what it wants. For everyone.”

I swallowed the capsule. Washed it down.

“The drug does not create desire,” Lila said. For the second time, with the same careful emphasis. “It amplifies what’s already present. The consent framework of the trial depends on this distinction. Every participant chose to enroll. The drug makes them more honest about existing desire. It does not compel.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“I’ll say it again at your weekly check-ins.” She made a note on the clipboard. “It matters.”

She took my blood pressure, drew blood, made notes. Professional and efficient. Her hands were steady, latex gloves, fingers sure. She touched my forearm to find the vein for the blood draw, and her fingers were cool through the latex. Nothing lingered.

“You’re free to go,” she said. “Come back next Tuesday for your first weekly check-in. Call the clinic number if you experience anything unusual.”

“Define unusual.”

“Persistent erection lasting more than four hours. Severe headache. Nausea. Visual disturbance.” She paused. “The erection thing is not a joke. It happens. Don’t wait it out. Call.”

“Noted.”

I drove home. Nine-twenty in the morning. Bridget was at work. Cassie was at class. The house was empty, which was unusual for a Tuesday. I made a sandwich. Ate it standing at the counter because that’s what I did when no one was home. Sitting at the table alone felt like admitting something.

The drug hit at nine-fifty-two.

I was rinsing the plate when I felt it. Not a crash. Not a rush. A shift. Like someone had turned up the bass on a stereo I didn’t know was playing. A heat low in my gut that spread outward, settling into my groin, my thighs, the base of my spine. A fullness. My cock stiffened against my jeans, not fully hard but not soft either. A constant heaviness that didn’t feel like normal arousal. It felt like a dial had been turned and left on.

I set the plate down.

The kitchen smelled different. Bridget’s coffee. The soap in the sink. Below both, a scent I’d never noticed before: the ghost of her shampoo on the air, and behind that, musk. Skin-warmth. The trace of a woman’s body, hours old, soaked into the kitchen chair where she sat every morning. I could separate it from the coffee. I could separate it from the soap. It was its own thing. Rich. Distinct.

PROCREON-9.

I walked through the house and the world had new layers. In the bathroom, Cassie’s body spray was sharp and sweet as always, but the compound peeled that back and what registered was her, biological and close, a scent I’d been standing next to since I moved in without ever truly detecting. Her towel on the left hook smelled like her in a way that was specific and vivid. Not perfume. Not product. Her.

Bridget’s bedroom door was open. The room smelled like her sleep. Slept-in cotton, faded lotion, and underneath both, a heat that was unmistakably female, unmistakably Bridget. My stomach tightened. I backed out of the doorway.

Forty minutes. I was already cataloging the women I lived with by their chemistry alone.

This was going to be a problem.

I went to my room. Sat on the bed. Took inventory.

The low-grade arousal wasn’t going away. It pulsed gently, a constant background hum, like a phone on vibrate in my pocket. My cock was half-hard and staying there. When I shifted my weight, the friction of my jeans was enough to send a small charge up my spine.

I thought about Lila’s clinical list. Enhanced stamina. Reduced refractory period. Increased ejaculate volume. She’d said it like bullet points on a slide. Sitting in my room with a relentless semi-erection and a heightened awareness of every female scent in the house, the bullet points hit with a different weight.

The shower. I needed the shower.

The water was hot. I stood under it and let it hammer my shoulders. The arousal didn’t fade. If anything, the warm water made it worse. My cock was fully hard now, heavy, insistent. I wrapped my hand around it.

The sensation was sharper than it should have been. Nerve endings turned up. Every stroke registered in a way that felt amplified, like the volume on my own body had been raised. I stroked faster. The orgasm built quick, quicker than usual, but when it hit, the difference wasn’t the speed.

The volume.

It came in ropes, thick and heavy, hitting the shower wall and running down the tile. More than normal. Significantly more. Enough to make me look down at my own hand and then at the wall and think: that’s new.

The refractory period was supposed to be reduced. It was. I was half-hard again within two minutes. Still in the shower. Still under hot water. Subtle it was not.

I got out. Dried off. Looked at myself in the bathroom mirror. Same face. Same jaw that looked older than eighteen. Same shaggy dark blonde hair. Same blue eyes. But the eyes looked hungrier. More aware. Less polite about it.

That evening, I told Bridget and Cassie about the program.

Not everything. The broad strokes. A pharmaceutical trial for a fertility drug. I was the donor. It paid well. Very well. I showed Bridget the contract page with the compensation schedule.

She read it at the kitchen table. Cassie read it over her shoulder.

“Eight thousand five hundred a month,” Bridget said. The same careful pronunciation from Saturday, each word separate, like the number was fragile and might break if she ran the syllables together.

“Plus bonuses and incentives. They estimate one-oh-two to one-thirty for the year.”

Bridget set the paper down. Looked at me. Looked at Cassie. Looked at the mortgage notice, still face-down on the table, that none of us had moved.

“The trial also has female participants,” I said. “Each one gets twenty-five hundred a month plus medical coverage.”

That landed differently. I watched it hit Bridget first. Twenty-five hundred a month would cover the mortgage and leave change. Her lips parted slightly. She closed them.

“I’m not asking you to enroll,” I said. “Either of you. I’m telling you it’s there.”

Cassie leaned against the counter. Bare feet, cut-up shorts, sweater sliding off one shoulder. Her eyebrow piercing caught the kitchen light.

“So you’re saying there’s a clinical trial that pays you a hundred grand to be a sperm donor, and it pays me twenty-five hundred a month to participate, and it covers my tuition.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“What kind of participation?”

“Dosing every seventy-two hours. Clinic visits. Cycle tracking.”

“And what does the drug do?”

I told them. The shortened version. Enhanced fertility. Increased libido. Sensitivity. It amplifies existing physiology, does not compel behavior. I sounded like Lila.

Cassie looked at me for a long time. No sarcasm. No eye-roll. Something calculating and honest in its place.

“And you’re already on it,” she said.

“First dose this morning.”

“Notice anything?”

I thought about the shower. The volume. The scent of the kitchen. “Some things.”

She held my gaze for two seconds longer than usual. Then the attitude clicked back into place. “Cool. When can we go to the clinic?”

Bridget took longer. She sat at the table after Cassie went upstairs, turning the contract page over in her hands. The robe was tied tight. Every layer buttoned and cinched, the armor back at full deployment.

“You don’t have to do this,” I said.

“I know.”

“The eighty-five hundred a month from my contract clears the mortgage. You don’t need to enroll.”

“I know that too.” She set the page down. “But Cassie’s tuition is eight thousand. And the furnace. And the car. And the credit card I’ve been minimum-paying for three years.” She exhaled. “Twenty-five hundred a month would mean I could breathe, Cody. For the first time in years.”

I didn’t argue. I’d seen her at this table every night since the settlement ran out, hunched over bills in the dark. If the program gave her room to breathe, it gave her room to breathe.

She visited the clinic Wednesday. I drove her. She sat in the passenger seat of my car, the old Civic I’d bought for a thousand dollars when I was seventeen, and she was quiet the whole way. Not the thinking quiet. The deciding quiet. She’d already decided. She was letting the decision settle before she spoke it aloud.

When she came out of the clinic forty-five minutes later, she had a blister pack of capsules in a paper bag and a signed consent form and the expression of someone who’d just jumped off a diving board and was waiting to hit the water.

“It’s done,” she said. Got in the car. Didn’t elaborate.

Cassie went Thursday. She came home from the clinic with the same paper bag and none of the same gravity. “Signed, sealed, ingested,” she said, tossing the bag on the kitchen counter. “Side effects include increased libido, enhanced sensitivity, and the thrilling possibility of actually being able to afford my textbooks. I’ll take all three.”

By the following Monday, both of them had taken their first dose of PROCREON-9.

The house shifted.

It was subtle at first. Bridget’s robe was tied the same, her extra layer was in place, but the way she moved through the kitchen had changed. Looser. Her hips had a sway she’d been suppressing since Mike died, and three days of PROCREON-9 was eroding the suppression. She hummed while she cooked, louder than usual, and the songs were different. Not the soft nineties melancholy she defaulted to. A song with a pulse, a rhythm she hadn’t reached for in years.

Cassie was less subtle. She came downstairs on day two of her dosing in a tank top that was too thin and shorts that were too short and looked at me like she was daring me to say something about it. Her nipples were hard through the cotton. The compound had made them responsive. She didn’t cross her arms. She didn’t adjust. She stood in the kitchen and drank orange juice and let me see.

And I could smell them both.

That was the thing. The scent-receptor upgrade didn’t turn off. It was always there, always humming, always cataloging. It was like someone had given me a new sense and forgotten to include an off switch. Every room in the house had a scent profile now. The kitchen smelled like Bridget: warm, floral, the drugstore shampoo layered over coffee and something deeper. The hallway outside Cassie’s room smelled like Cassie: sharp, sweet, body spray and paint solvent and behind both, something urgent that made my jaw tighten.

Bridget’s warmth when she leaned past me to reach the high shelf, her robe gapping at the neckline, the soft weight of her breasts pulling the terrycloth forward. Cassie’s sharpness when she brushed past me in the hallway on the way to the bathroom, her oversized sweater sliding off one shoulder, the bare skin close enough to feel the heat of.

A new layer woven through both their familiar scents. Biological. Charged. It hadn’t been there before, or it had been there my entire life and I’d never been able to detect it.

Arousal. Faint. Persistent. Coming off both of them like heat off summer pavement. Not constant, but frequent. Spiking when I walked into a room. Cresting when I came out of the shower. Flaring at dinner when I reached across the table and my arm passed within inches of their faces and the scent of me, drug-enhanced and broadcasting on the same frequency they were receiving, hit them in a way that registered on their faces before they could hide it.

Bridget’s flush climbing from her chest. Cassie’s pupils expanding for a fraction of a second. Signals neither of them could control. Their bodies knew before their brains caught up.

Thursday night. One week on PROCREON-9. I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, the same ceiling I’d stared at since I was twelve.

Bridget was downstairs. I could hear her loading the dishwasher. The clink of plates. The hum of a song. Below that, the creak of the kitchen floor under her bare feet. Her shampoo reached me from two rooms away. Closer every day.

Cassie was across the hall. Her phone glowed under the door. I could hear her breathing, slow, even, not asleep yet. Her presence was sharper, more insistent. Three days on the compound and her body was broadcasting in a frequency I couldn’t unhear.

I was hard. I’d been hard for an hour. The low-grade erection was the new normal, and tonight it had graduated to full, heavy, insistent. The house was quiet and dark and the women in it were on a drug that made them more honest about what they wanted, and I was on a drug that let me smell exactly what that honesty smelled like.

I closed my eyes. The scents didn’t stop. The sounds didn’t stop. The arousal didn’t stop.

Tomorrow Cassie had her second dose at the clinic. Friday Bridget had hers. The compound was building in all of us, and the house had thin walls and one bathroom and a proximity that turned pharmaceutical side effects into a situation no clinical trial had anticipated.

I was earning every penny.


Chapter 5: Cassie’s CD Excuse

Two weeks on the compound.

The changes were settling in like weather. Not sudden. Not dramatic. Just a new climate I was learning to live in. A new set of rules for a body that had been rewritten without my permission.

Two weeks in, the new normal had a rhythm.

The arousal leveled off to a background hum I could mostly ignore during the day. Mostly. It spiked when I was close to either of them, when the scent-receptor upgrade caught something warm and charged drifting off their skin. In the morning, passing Cassie in the hallway, her oversized sweater carrying her sleep-warm scent like a cloud. At dinner, Bridget leaning across the table to set a plate, her robe gaping at the neckline, the heavy shape beneath the fabric shifting with the motion. The compound didn’t create the awareness. It had always been there, banked low, buried under years of careful not-looking. The compound just turned up the volume until ignoring it took effort.

Both women had been on PROCREON-9 for almost a week now. The changes in them were subtler but real. Bridget hummed different songs. She moved through the kitchen with a looseness in her hips that hadn’t been there before, a sway she’d been suppressing for years. Cassie’s sarcasm had taken on an edge that was less defensive and more evaluative. She looked at me longer before she delivered her lines, like she was calculating something that went beyond the joke.

But the biggest change was the scent.

I could detect everything. Not in a general way. Specifically. Bridget made coffee at five-thirty and I could tell from my bedroom that she’d switched brands. Cassie walked past my door and what I caught wasn’t the fruit-candy perfume she wore, but underneath it, a new scent, sharp and alive, that hadn’t been there before she started dosing. Both of them were changing. My senses caught every shift.

Thursday afternoon. Bridget at work until five. She’d left that morning in her blouse and slacks, hospital ID on the lanyard, the routine unchanged. But she’d paused at the door longer than usual, looking back at the kitchen, at me, at the house she was leaving behind. She hummed a different song on her way to the car. Something with a pulse.

Cassie’s classes ended at two, but she usually went to the studio after and didn’t come home until three or four, depending on whether the kiln was available and whether her mood required angry clay work or contemplative sketching. The schedule gave me a window of solitude I’d been using for the same purpose every day since the drug hit my system: managing the relentless arousal that the morning shower didn’t fully resolve.

I was in my room with the door not quite closed. An old habit. In the Sutton house, closed doors meant something was wrong. Bridget never closed hers unless she was sleeping. Cassie closed hers when she was painting, which was most of the time. Mine stayed cracked because it always had.

The arousal had been building since the shower. Not aggressive. Just there, constant, like a low note held on a bass string. I was lying on my bed in shorts and a T-shirt, trying to read a car magazine I’d been trying to read for three days, and my cock was heavy against my thigh, and the magazine wasn’t helping.

I gave up on the magazine. Set it on the nightstand next to the spiral notebook where I tracked the program payments. First month’s stipend was due in six days. $8,500. I’d already mapped where every dollar was going. Mortgage arrears: $2,400. Cassie’s tuition deposit: $1,500. The rest into Bridget’s account for bills. The math calmed me down for about thirty seconds.

Then the arousal came back, and I was hard again, and the house was empty except for the sound of Cassie’s key in the front door downstairs.

I heard her come in. Backpack dropped on the floor. Refrigerator opened and closed. The crinkle of a granola bar wrapper. Footsteps on the stairs, light, barefoot; she always kicked her boots off at the door.

I shifted on the bed. My cock was straining against my shorts. I needed to deal with this before she settled in across the hall and the scent of her filled the upstairs like it did every afternoon, that heady sweet-sharp cocktail that the compound had turned into something I couldn’t ignore.

I pulled my shorts down. Wrapped my hand around my cock. The sensation was immediate, sharp, amplified the way everything was amplified now. I stroked slowly. My eyes were closed. I was thinking about nothing specific, just the sensation, just the relief of giving the constant hum somewhere to go.

Cassie’s door opened across the hall. I heard her moving around. Changing clothes, probably. The rustle of fabric. Then her footsteps, coming toward my room.

I should have stopped. I didn’t stop. The door was cracked. The shorts were around my thighs. My hand was on my cock. My nerve endings were turned up to a level where stopping felt physically impossible, like asking a runner to stop mid-sprint.

The door pushed open.

“Hey, do you still have that Radiohead CD I lent you like two years…”

She stopped. In the doorway. One hand on the frame.

Bare feet on the hardwood. Slim pale legs, the thigh-gap visible below the hem of an oversized sweater that hung to mid-thigh. Auburn hair shoved behind one ear, paint-stained fingers on the doorframe, pierced eyebrow catching the afternoon light through my window.

Her eyes went to my face. Then down. Then stopped.

I was hard in my hand, exposed, shorts around my thighs, and Cassie Sutton was standing in my doorway with her mouth slightly open and her eyes locked on the thing I was holding.

“Cassie.”

She didn’t leave.

That was the thing. She didn’t back up, didn’t apologize, didn’t slam the door. She stood there. Her hand tightened on the doorframe. Her pupils expanded, wide and dark, the hazel-green pushed to a thin ring around black. Her lips parted.

The scent hit me.

It rolled off her like heat. Warm, distinct, unmistakable. Not her body spray. Not her shampoo. Below both of those, biological and urgent, the scent of arousal the drug had made impossible to miss. Arousal. Hers. Sudden and sharp, triggered by what she was looking at.

“Cassie,” I said again. Quieter this time.

Her eyes tracked back up to my face. The sarcasm was gone. For half a second, her face was naked. Honest. Hungry. The thing she’d been burying since the bathroom doorway three years ago, standing naked on her face for half a second before she caught it.

Then the shutter closed. The bratty armor snapped back.

“Never mind,” she said. Her voice was flat but her hand shook on the doorframe. She grabbed a random CD case from the shelf by my door without looking at it. “Found it.”

She walked out. Her footsteps crossed the hall in three quick strides. Her door closed. Not a slam. A controlled close. The kind that takes more effort than slamming.

I sat on my bed with my cock in my hand and listened to her through the wall. Her mattress creaked once. Then silence. Then movement again.

The CD she’d grabbed was a Foo Fighters album I’d bought at a yard sale in tenth grade. She’d never lent me a Radiohead CD. There was no Radiohead CD. There was never a Radiohead CD.

What she’d left behind hung in the air like smoke. I could trace it: the doorframe where her fingers had gripped, the path between the door and my shelf, the residual warmth of her standing still for those six seconds. Six seconds of Cassie Sutton looking at my cock with every layer of sarcasm stripped away and naked want in its place.

Three years. That’s how long this had been building. Since she was sixteen and walked into the bathroom while I was showering and froze in the doorway for half a second too long. She’d been pretending that half-second never happened. I’d been pretending I didn’t know she was pretending. Sarcasm and closed doors and never talking about it. The unspoken rule that sharing an address made you family and family didn’t look at each other like that.

The rule was gone.

I pulled my shorts back up. I didn’t finish. The image of her face in my doorway, the unguarded version, was burned into the inside of my eyelids. If I came right now, I’d come thinking about her, and some line I hadn’t crossed yet felt important.

Through the wall, Cassie’s breathing was evening out. Slower. Deeper. Then silence. A long silence where I could hear the clock in the kitchen below, ticking off seconds. Then the soft rustle of fabric, rhythmic, barely audible. The house was so quiet and the walls so thin that every sound traveled. But I caught it. The whisper of a sweater sliding up. The faint creak of her mattress springs, not random shifting but patterned, the rhythmic creak of someone moving with purpose. A breath held, then released in a controlled exhale that was trying very hard not to be a moan.

Cassie, in her room, doing exactly what she’d just interrupted me doing.

Her arousal intensified. Through the wall. Through the closed door. Through the studs and the shared electrical wiring and the years of cohabitation that should have made the wall thicker but hadn’t. I could smell it building, thickening, a rich surge that layered over her body spray and her sleep-smell and the paint solvent on her fingers. The same way I could smell Bridget’s arousal in the kitchen and the hallway and the bathroom every morning. The pheromone field in this house was becoming impossible to navigate without walking through it.

I sat still. Cock aching, straining against my shorts. Hands on my knees, fingers digging into the denim. Listening to the girl I’d grown up with, the bratty art student with charcoal under her nails, get herself off ten feet away through drywall that might as well have been cellophane.

The sounds got faster. The mattress creaked at a higher tempo. Her breathing lost its control, the careful exhales giving way to quick, shallow pulls that she tried to muffle and couldn’t quite manage. Her sensitivity was amplified, her nerve endings turned up past ten. Whatever she was doing to herself, the drug was making it hit harder and faster than her body was prepared for.

She came quietly. A bitten-off sound that wanted to be louder. A single sharp exhale. Her mattress went still. Then nothing. The quiet after. Her body settling. Her heartbeat slowing.

Then her voice, muffled, probably into a pillow: “Fuck.”

That one word carried through the wall with perfect clarity. Not frustration. Not anger. A fuck that means I just did the thing I promised myself I wouldn’t do. The sound of a promise that was never going to hold, and she knows it now.

I lay back on the bed. Stared at the ceiling. The same ceiling, the same room, the same house I’d been in since I was twelve. The ceiling had a water stain from the time the roof leaked two winters ago. Mike had fixed that leak. I’d helped hold the ladder. The stain was still there because repainting the ceiling cost money that went to the mortgage instead.

Downstairs, the front door opened. Bridget’s keys on the hook, the familiar jingle and clatter. Her footsteps in the kitchen, heavier than Cassie’s, the confident stride of a woman who’d been walking this kitchen floor for fifteen years. The sound of the coffee maker starting, the gurgle and hiss that was as much a part of the house’s voice as the furnace and the pipes.

She hummed something while she moved around the kitchen, opening cabinets, running water, the percussion of a meal being assembled. A nineties song I recognized, something about fading into someone, the melody drifting up through the floor with the smell of garlic and onion.

Across the hall, Cassie’s door opened. Her footsteps, quick, crossing to the bathroom. Water running. The door closing again. Back to her room. Her music started, something with a guitar, turned low. The evening routine resuming as if nothing had happened. As if the last fifteen minutes had been nothing. As if the Foo Fighters CD she’d never lent me was the reason she’d come to my door.

The first month’s stipend check hadn’t even hit yet.


Chapter 6: Bridget’s Earring

Cassie had a late studio session on Tuesday nights.

She left at six with her canvas bag and her ink-smudged knuckles and didn’t come back until ten or eleven, depending on whether the professor kept them working or cut them loose early. On her way out, she paused in the kitchen doorway.

“I’m doing kiln work tonight, so I’ll be late. Don’t eat all the leftovers. Save me the chicken.” She looked at me. Then at Bridget. Then back at me. Her eyes darted between us, a calculation too quick to challenge. “Have a good night.”

She was gone. The door banged. Her bike chain rattled. Then silence.

Tuesday nights, Bridget and I had the house to ourselves.

This had never been notable. Years of Tuesdays. Years of Bridget cooking dinner and me doing dishes and both of us watching something on the TV until she went to bed. An evening that didn’t register because it had happened hundreds of times. Unless one night, on the twelfth day of a drug that rewired your body’s entire sensory apparatus, the evening stopped being normal and started being something else.

The house was quieter without Cassie. Her energy filled rooms even when she was just scrolling her phone: the sighs, the sarcastic commentary at the screen, the way she shifted constantly on furniture like she was negotiating a peace treaty with every chair. Without her, the Sutton house settled into a different register. Softer. More intimate. The sound of two people who’d known each other for six years, in a space designed for a family that had been four and was now three and felt, tonight, like two.

Bridget had cooked. Chicken and roasted vegetables, her Tuesday default. The kitchen smelled like rosemary and garlic, and behind the food and the soap, her skin. Warm, clean, alive. The compound had been in her system for twelve days.

She was in her robe. The old terrycloth one. No cardigan tonight. That was the first thing I noticed when I came in from putting the recycling on the curb. Every evening I’d known her, the extra layer had been there: a fabric barricade she maintained with the same consistency she maintained the mortgage payments and the dinner schedule. Tonight it was draped over the back of a kitchen chair, abandoned.

The robe was tied at the waist, but the knot was a single loop instead of her usual double. Loose. The neckline gaped when she moved, showing the slope of her neck and the upper curve of her breasts below. She’d done her hair, too. Not up in a clip like usual. Down, brushed, the auburn highlights catching the kitchen light, the gray at the temples visible but not hidden for once.

She’d done her hair. For a Tuesday night at home. For a Tuesday night when Cassie was at studio and the man she’d raised was the only one who’d see it.

The significance of that landed in my chest and stayed there.

We ate dinner. She asked about work. I told her about the dairy cooler and Danny’s latest scheme, which involved a boat he claimed was “barely sinking.” She laughed. The real laugh, not the tired one. The one that crinkled the corners of her brown eyes and made her look five years younger.

I did the dishes. She dried. We stood close at the narrow counter, the same as always, but tonight her hip stayed against mine a half-second longer when she reached across me for the dish rack. The heat of her body through the robe was immediate.

We watched half an hour of a cooking competition show. She sat on the sectional with her legs tucked under her, the robe’s hem riding up over her thick thighs. Pale skin. A faint blue vein on the inside of her knee that I’d never noticed before. She caught me not-looking and pulled the fabric down without a word.

At nine-fifteen she stood up. Yawned. “I’m going to turn in.”

“Night.”

I stayed downstairs for another thirty minutes, watching the cooking show without seeing it. The house settled into its nighttime sounds. Water running upstairs. Bridget’s evening routine. I checked the mortgage calculator on my phone. Four more days until the first stipend.

When I went upstairs, her bedroom door was open. Not closed. Open. Light on. She was sitting on the edge of her bed, legs crossed, reading something on her phone. The robe had ridden up past her knees. Thick thighs, pale skin, the soft curve of her calves. She looked up when I passed.

“Cody?”

I stopped in the hallway.

“Can you check something for me?” She set the phone down. “I think I lost an earring. A gold hoop. It might be somewhere upstairs.”

I looked at her.

She didn’t own gold hoop earrings. She wore small silver studs, the same ones she’d worn for years, the ones Mike gave her for their tenth anniversary. I knew this because I’d lived in this house since I was twelve and I’d seen her ears every day and she did not own gold hoop earrings.

She knew I knew. Color was climbing her throat, spreading up toward her jaw.

This was different from Cassie’s ambush. Cassie had burst through a cracked door and frozen at what she found. This was deliberate. Bridget had changed her hair. Taken off the extra layer. Left the door open. Waited. She’d spent weeks working up to this. Every Tuesday dinner, every rationed glance, every adjustment of the robe. All of it had been heading here, to her bedroom doorway, with a lie about an earring and her hands trembling.

“Where’d you last have it?” I said. Playing along. Giving her the fiction she needed.

“Maybe the bathroom. Or maybe it rolled somewhere.”

I stepped into her doorway. Her bedroom. The room I’d walked past ten thousand times, the room at the end of the hallway, the room where she’d slept alone since Mike. It smelled like slept-in cotton and the lotion she applied every morning, and underneath both, her arousal, a warmth that my rewired senses decoded instantly. My cock stiffened against my jeans.

She stood from the bed. Crossed to the dresser, opening a drawer, pretending to look. The robe shifted as she bent. The single-knotted belt held at the waist, but the neckline fell forward, and for the first time I saw what Bridget Sutton had been hiding under layers of fabric and years of careful concealment.

Heavy. Soft. Full and natural, their weight pulling the robe open as she leaned. Dark rose nipples, large, visibly hard. The pale skin of her chest, freckled lightly, with the faintest silver lines of old stretch marks above her belly where the belt cinched.

She straightened. The robe fell mostly closed but not all the way. Color spread across her throat, her cheeks. She pressed one hand flat against her sternum, steadying herself, feeling her own pulse.

She was not looking for an earring.

“Bridget.”

“I know.” She exhaled. Her hand was still on her chest. “I know there’s no earring.”

She picked up a hair clip from the dresser. Held it up. “This. I was looking for this.”

It was Cassie’s hair clip. It had been on that dresser for a week.

“That’s Cassie’s,” I said.

“I know.” The clip trembled in her fingers. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m… the drug is making everything so…”

She stopped. Breathed. Stood still in her own bedroom, five feet from her own bed, holding her daughter’s hair clip and trying to put language to the thing that had been growing between us since the first dose hit her bloodstream.

“I know what it does, Cody.”

My name in her mouth. Not a pet name. Not sweetheart or honey or baby. Cody. The way she’d always said it, except tonight there was a tremor underneath it that had been buried for years. Since the last man who touched her fell off a scaffold and left her alone in this house.

Her nipples were hard beneath the thin fabric. Every signal the drug was broadcasting, from both of us, was saying the same thing.

She took a step back. Sat on the edge of the bed. Put the hair clip down beside her. Her fingers curled into the duvet.

“You should go,” she said. Her voice was steady, each syllable placed with surgical care. But her knuckles were white on the duvet and the flush hadn’t faded at all.

I went. Across the hallway. Into my room. I stood inside the door for a moment, my hand on the knob, and heard her bedroom door close behind me. Not a slam. Soft, deliberate, the click of a woman holding the handle so the latch wouldn’t catch too loud.

I sat on the edge of my bed. My cock ached. My hands were fists on my knees. She was twenty feet away. Not physically in my room, but what had just happened filled the space between our doors like a wall.

Bridget Sutton. The woman who’d taken me in at twelve. Who’d kept this house standing on a billing salary and willpower. Who hadn’t been touched by a man in nine years and three months.

She wasn’t my blood. Neither was Cassie. The state had paperwork. Biology said another thing.

I closed the door. Not cracked. Closed. The first time I’d closed it fully since I moved in.

The first month’s stipend would be deposited in four days. $8,500. The mortgage. The tuition. The furnace. The things I could fix with money, the concrete problems that had solutions in the spiral notebook on my nightstand.

At ten-thirty, Cassie’s key turned in the front door. I heard her come upstairs, heavy footsteps that got lighter as she kicked off her boots at the landing. She paused in the hallway between my closed door and Bridget’s closed door. A moment of stillness. Then a small confused sound.

“Weird,” she muttered. Then, quieter, almost to herself: “Interesting.”

Her door closed. The house went dark.


Chapter 7: The Donovan Intake

Two and a half weeks on the drug. The changes had settled into a new version of normal.

I ran every morning at five-forty-five, three miles through the neighborhood before the streets woke up. PROCREON-9 made running easier, the stamina effect translating to cardio, the lean-athletic frame responding to the daily capsule with a machine-like efficiency that was still surprising. I was faster than I’d been a month ago. The morning air tasted different too, richer, layered with the scent signatures of every house I passed: cooking, detergent, lawn chemicals, and beneath all of it, the faint biological warmth of the people sleeping inside. The pheromone upgrade didn’t turn off outside the house. It just had more data to process.

At the Save-Mart, Danny noticed the changes before I did. “You look bigger,” he said one Tuesday, eating his third gas station burrito of the week behind the loading dock. “Not like gym bigger. Like puberty-round-two bigger. You doing steroids?”

“Vitamins,” I said.

“Vitamins don’t make your shoulders do that.” He squinted. “Whatever you’re taking, sell me some.”

I was at the clinic for my second weekly check-in when Heather Donovan walked in.

Lila was taking my blood pressure. We were in exam room two, same vinyl chair, same rubbing-alcohol smell, same clinical quiet. She had the cuff on my arm and was watching the gauge with professional focus, the glasses on, her pen poised over the clipboard. A strand of brown hair had escaped her ponytail and she hadn’t tucked it back, which was unusual. Lila’s hair was always controlled. The escaped strand was its own kind of data.

The front door chimed.

Through the half-open exam room door, I saw the reception area shift. The woman behind the glass looked up. The man in the waiting room looked up. The fluorescent lights in the ceiling might have gotten brighter, but that was probably just me.

Heather Donovan walked across the reception area like the room had been built around her.

I saw her feet first. Painted toes in low heels, tan and glossy. Tanned calves, smooth, the muscle definition of a woman who did yoga in her living room five mornings a week. The heels clicked on the clinic linoleum with a slow, swaying rhythm, a walk that dared you to look and punished you for getting caught.

Higher. The wraparound dress was a losing war. It fought across her hips, which swayed with each step, and the fabric strained where it shouldn’t have been asked to strain. The juicy round ass shaped the dress from behind into something that should have required a permit. The waist nipped in, and then the dress surrendered entirely at the chest, where massive G-cup tits tested the structural limits of a cotton-blend wrap. The neckline dove deep enough to show the shadowed valley between them, and the fabric pulled tight across her nipples, which were visibly hard. Every step made them sway, a subtle side-to-side pendulum that drew the eye and held it.

Face. Green-hazel eyes, wide-set, holding the room’s attention like she’d been doing it for twenty-six years. Filled lips, slightly parted. Platinum blonde hair falling past her shoulders in loose waves, roots showing at the fifth week, pushed behind one ear in a gesture I’d seen a thousand times across the fence.

Heather Donovan. Forty-four years old. The bombshell next door. She looked like the thing men type into search bars at one in the morning. The woman I’d been watching from across the fence since I was old enough to understand what I was looking at.

The blood pressure cuff beeped. Lila glanced at the number.

“One-forty over ninety,” she said. “That’s elevated.”

I looked away from the door. “I’m fine.”

“You were one-eighteen over seventy-five last week.” She followed my eye line to the reception area. Saw her mother. Her expression didn’t change, but her jaw clenched, a micro-adjustment that was the Lila Donovan version of a ten-car pileup.

“She’s early,” Lila said. She unwrapped the cuff from my arm. Stood. Straightened her scrubs. “Wait here. I need to handle the intake.”

She walked out. When she turned in the doorway, the heart-shaped ass in navy scrubs caught the hallway light. Even now, with her mother in the waiting room and my blood pressure spiking, I caught it.

I waited. Through the exam room wall, I could hear Lila’s clinical voice, measured and professional, explaining intake procedures. And I could hear Heather’s voice, warm and breathy and entirely different from her daughter’s. “Of course, sweetheart. Whatever you need me to sign.”

Fifteen minutes later, Lila came back. “Your check-in’s done. Vitals are fine except the blood pressure, which I’m going to attribute to the drug’s libido effects rather than environmental factors.” She said it with perfect clinical neutrality. “You can wait in reception while I complete Mrs. Donovan’s intake, or you’re free to leave.”

I went to the waiting room.

Heather was sitting in the vinyl chair nearest the water cooler. She’d crossed her legs, and the wraparound dress had ridden up her thighs. The heels were dangling off one foot, toes pointed, painted nails catching the fluorescent light. She was filling out paperwork on a clipboard, and when she looked up at me, she smiled.

“Cody Hayward.” She said my name like she was tasting something. “I heard you enrolled in Dr. Renton’s little project.”

“News travels.”

“In this neighborhood? Between our two fences? Honey, news doesn’t travel. News lives next door and brings coffee every morning.”

She patted the chair beside her. I sat. The scent hit me immediately. Heather’s scent was not Bridget’s warmth or Cassie’s sharpness. It was heavier, richer, a perfume that cost more than it should have layered over vanilla and heat and a musk that made my jaw tighten. My upgraded senses caught the arousal threaded through all of it. Vivid. Present. She was already warm before she’d taken a single dose.

“Lila tells me you’re the only donor in the regional cohort,” she said.

“That’s what the paperwork says.”

“Ninety-nine point nine seven percentile.” She leaned toward me. The neckline shifted. The full G-cups strained against the wrap, and I could see the edge of a lace bra, black, doing structural work usually reserved for bridges. “That must be something.”

“I’m just here for the check-in.”

“Of course you are.” She smiled again. The green-hazel eyes held mine too long. Not accidentally. Deliberately. The way a woman holds eye contact when she wants you to know she’s holding it.

“Why are you enrolling?” I asked.

Her smile faded by a degree. Not gone. Adjusted. “Same reason anyone enrolls. The money.”

“Twenty-five hundred a month?”

“Plus medical coverage. Which is relevant because my husband, Garrett, who you may remember as the man who was never home, left me with twenty-six thousand dollars in medical debt from a knee surgery and a hospital stay he never bothered to address.”

She said it matter-of-factly. The way Bridget talked about the mortgage. Worn smooth by years of managing alone.

“Garrett’s in the Gulf,” I said.

“Garrett’s been in the Gulf for three years. He came home eight months ago for a visit that lasted four days and involved two arguments and zero sex. The marriage has been dead since Lila left for nursing school. The paperwork just hasn’t caught up.”

She looked at me. The warmth was back, but practicality sat behind it, steady and sure. “The stipend clears the medical debt in ten months. The medical coverage means I can stop paying for insurance out of pocket. And the drug…” She trailed off. Her tongue pressed against the inside of her cheek. “Lila explained what the compound does.”

“She’s thorough.”

“She’s my daughter. She’s always been thorough.” Heather uncrossed her legs and recrossed them the other way. The dress rode up another inch. The thigh that appeared was smooth, tanned, and close enough to touch. “I signed because the math works. Same as you.”

“Same as me.”

“But that’s not the only reason.” She lowered her voice. Not a whisper. An intimacy. “I’ve been watching you mow that lawn since you were sixteen, Cody. Without a shirt on. In the summer heat. I’m not going to pretend I haven’t noticed you’ve grown up.”

She put her hand on my forearm. Light. Warm. Her fingers rested on my skin just above the wrist, where the scar from the pallet jack ran in a pale line. She traced it absently with one fingertip.

“You’ve been working hard,” she said. “For a long time. For Bridget, for Cassie, for a house that isn’t even yours by law. And now you’ve signed up for something that’s going to make all of that easier.”

Her hand stayed. A half-second too long. Then a full second. Her eyes dropped from my face to my chest, then lower, to my lap, and came back up without apology. She’d looked. She’d let me see her look.

“I’m glad you’re in the program, sweetheart.”

Sweetheart. The first time she called me that. Warm and syrupy, a word that traveled down my spine like a fingertip.

Lila appeared in the hallway. “Mrs. Donovan? I’m ready for you.”

Heather stood. She smoothed the dress over her hips, a gesture that did the opposite of smoothing. The fabric clung, the ass swayed, the heavy tits shifted as she turned.

“See you at home, Cody.” She walked toward her daughter. Heels clicking. Hips rolling. The dress fighting for its life.

I watched her go. Lila watched me watch her go. Our eyes met for a half-second in the hallway, and Lila’s expression was clinical, perfectly neutral, but her jaw was tight, and her eyes were doing math I couldn’t see.

Then she turned and led her mother into the intake room. The heart-shaped ass in navy scrubs disappeared around the corner.

I drove home. The route from the clinic was twelve minutes through the Northridge suburbs, past the Save-Mart, past the laundromat where Bridget used to take our clothes before the washer was fixed, past the elementary school Cassie had attended before she’d discovered art and decided the rest of academia was a waste of her time.

Through the fence gate. The latch had been broken for years and nobody fixed it because nobody needed to. Push it and it swung. Heather had been walking through it with morning coffee for fifteen years. I’d been walking through it to mow both lawns since I was fourteen.

The Donovan house sat twenty feet from the Sutton house, separated by a strip of grass I’d mowed a thousand times and a wooden fence that was more suggestion than barrier. I’d waved at Heather from the lawn with my shirt off. She’d waved from her kitchen window. The normality of neighbors who knew each other but didn’t know each other. Two houses, one fence, and a whole lot of pretending we didn’t know what we knew about each other.

At home, Bridget was in the kitchen. Buttoned to the collar, double-knot tight. Everything covered. She was humming and making dinner. Chicken and potatoes, the Thursday rotation. The normalcy was a coat of paint over wet wood.

“How was the clinic?” she asked.

“Fine. Blood work’s good. Vitals normal.”

“That’s good.” She stirred something on the stove. Didn’t look at me. Since Tuesday night and the earring that didn’t exist, she’d been careful about looking at me. Not avoiding. Rationing. Allowing herself one glance per interaction, held for exactly the duration of a normal glance, not a millisecond longer. The discipline it required was visible if you knew what to watch for: the slight tension in her jaw when she cut the eye contact short, the way her hand tightened on the spoon handle, the controlled exhale that followed each successfully rationed look.

“Heather enrolled today,” I said.

The stirring stopped. One beat. Two. Then it resumed.

“In the program?”

“In the program.”

Bridget was quiet for a moment. Then: “She told me last week she was thinking about it. The medical debt.”

“She said the math works.”

“It does.” She tapped the spoon on the pot. Set it down. Turned to me, finally, and her eyes were complicated. “How many women are in your cohort?”

“I don’t know the full list. Lila handles the assignments.”

“But Heather. And me. And Cassie.” She pulled the cardigan tighter. “That’s three women you know. Three women who live in or next to this house.”

“I know.”

She held my gaze. Her skin had gone pink above the neckline of her blouse. “The drug is making things…” She searched for the word. “Loud.”

“Yeah.”

“I can smell you, Cody. Since the second day. When you walk through a room, I can smell you, and it’s…” She closed her eyes. Opened them. “Loud.”

“I know. I can smell you too.”

Neither of us said a word. The kitchen clock filled the gap.

She turned back to the stove. “Dinner in twenty minutes.”

I went upstairs. Cassie’s door was open. She was on her bed with a sketchbook, drawing something fast and angry, her pencil moving in short strokes. She looked up when I passed.

“Heard Heather joined the club,” she said.

“Word travels.”

“I saw her car at the clinic when I drove past.” Cassie’s eyes flicked over me, quick, assessing. “She was wearing that dress.”

“She was wearing a dress.”

“That dress. The wraparound. The one that should come with a warning label.” Cassie went back to her sketch. “Does she know about Mom? And me?”

“Nobody knows about anything. There’s nothing to know.”

Cassie looked at me. Her voice was pure sarcasm, but her eyes were sharp. “Sure. Nothing happened. The CD thing didn’t happen. Mom’s earring thing didn’t happen. And the fact that the whole house smells like a pharmacy crossed with a strip club is totally normal.” She tapped her pencil on the sketchbook. “We’re all in the same trial, Cody. We’re all on the same drug. We all live in the same house. And now the hot neighbor’s in it too.” She shrugged. “Just saying. It’s going to be a thing.”

She went back to drawing.

I went to my room. Closed the door. Sat on the bed. The spiral notebook on the nightstand showed the first month’s math: $8,500 minus $2,400 mortgage, minus $1,500 tuition deposit, minus $800 for Bridget’s car repair. The remaining $3,800 went into the household account.

The deposits were landing. The ceiling I’d stared at for three months didn’t have the same weight anymore.

And the program was also putting four women, two in my house and one next door and one running the intake desk, into a chemical ecosystem with a single male donor whose body was being redesigned to sense their desire through walls.

I opened the notebook. Wrote the date. Wrote the deposit amount. Drew a line under it.


Chapter 8: First Heather Session

Heather brought coffee over on Monday morning.

Not for Bridget. For me. She walked through the fence gate at seven-thirty with two cups from the gas station on Maple, the good gas station with the espresso machine that actually worked, and handed one over the porch railing while I was lacing my running shoes.

“Sugar and cream,” she said. “Nobody drinks coffee black at eighteen. That’s a lie you tell yourself to seem grown-up.”

“I drink it black.”

“You drink it black because Bridget drinks it black and you’ve been copying her coffee order since you moved in.” She sipped hers, which appeared to be more whipped cream than coffee. “I’ll convert you.”

We sat on the porch steps for fifteen minutes. She told me about the plumber who’d quoted her four hundred dollars to fix a bathroom pipe and how she’d watched a YouTube video and fixed it herself for thirty-seven dollars in parts. She told me about Lila’s first day at nursing school, how she’d called home three times and cried on the second call and on the third call she was complaining about the cafeteria food, and Heather knew she’d be fine. She told me about the fence gate latch and how Garrett had promised to fix it six years ago and she’d stopped asking after two.

She wasn’t performing. She wasn’t flirting. She was sitting on my porch in yoga pants and a zip-up hoodie with her hair in a messy ponytail, drinking gas station coffee, being a person. A person who’d been managing a household alone for three years and who’d found, in the program’s unlikely structure, someone to sit on a porch with.

When she left, she squeezed my shoulder the way Bridget did, warm and quick. “See you at the clinic, sweetheart.”

I drank the coffee. It was too sweet and it had too much cream and she was right, it was better than black.



The clinic scheduled sample-collection prep sessions every Tuesday and Thursday.

Tuesdays were mine. Bloodwork, vitals, a sealed cup for the lab. Routine. Clinical. Almost mundane after three weeks, the way anything becomes normal if you do it enough. Even jerking off into a sterile container under fluorescent lights while a woman in navy scrubs waited in the next room for the cup. The first time had been awkward. The third time was procedure. The fifth time I didn’t even think about it. The compound made it easy, the persistent arousal providing the fuel, the enhanced volume filling the cup in a way that had prompted Lila to switch to a larger container without commenting on why.

Thursdays were for the cohort participants. Cycle tracking, dosing, follow-up assessments. Lila ran them with the same measured efficiency she brought to everything: chart in hand, glasses on chain, voice calm, her ass catching the hallway light every time she turned to file something.

The program was becoming a rhythm. Tuesday and Thursday at the clinic. Monday and Friday at the Save-Mart. The rest of the week at home, in the house with two women on the same drug, navigating the scent-drenched hallways and the thin-walled bedrooms and the kitchen where everything started and nothing stayed simple.

This Thursday was different because Heather had her first scheduled session, and Lila had assigned her to the same time block as my sample collection.

I didn’t think that was an accident. I also didn’t think Lila would admit it. Lila didn’t admit things. She arranged circumstances and let the participants draw their own conclusions.

I was in exam room two at two o’clock. Paper gown on the table, sterile cup on the counter, the laminated instruction card I’d memorized by now. The room was small and private, door locked from the inside, quiet enough that every sound amplified.

I was unbuckling my belt when the knock came.

Two taps. Not Lila’s knock. Lila knocked three times, firm and evenly spaced, clinical habit drilled in from years of announcing herself before entering patient rooms.

“Cody? It’s Heather.”

I refastened my belt. “Come in.”

The door opened. Heather Donovan stepped inside and closed it behind her. She turned the lock.

She was wearing a paper-thin clinic gown, the kind that tied in the back and hid nothing. It covered her from shoulders to knees, technically, in the way a curtain covers a window: the shape behind it was the point. Her heavy G-cups pressed against the flimsy fabric, the nipples visible, two hard points pushing against the paper-thin cotton. The gown’s neckline was wide, showing her collarbones and the upper curve of her chest. Below, the gown fell over her hips and stopped at mid-thigh. Bare legs. Bare feet on the clinic linoleum.

She was braless. The gown made that obvious. The gown was making a lot of things obvious.

“Lila said you were in here for your collection session.” She leaned against the closed door. The position pushed her tits forward against the gown. The fabric strained. “I thought maybe I could help.”

Heather’s arousal rolled off her skin in the small room before the words registered. Dark and sweet and urgent. Vanilla perfume over heat. The compound had been in her system for a week. Whatever it was amplifying, it was amplifying it until I could taste it on my tongue.

“Help how?” I asked.

She pushed off the door. Crossed the room in three steps. Close. Inches away. The gown shifted with every movement, her tits swaying beneath the thin fabric, the gown clinging to the curve of her juicy ass.

“The program needs a sample,” she said. Her voice was lower now. The breathy quality she had normally had thickened into a rasp. “You need to provide one. I need to be here for my session anyway.” She reached up and touched my chest. Flat palm, fingers spread. “Let me help, honey.”

I looked at her. Green-hazel eyes, wide-set, holding my gaze. Filled lips parted. Platinum hair pushed behind one ear. She was forty-four years old and she was looking at me like the answer to a question she’d been asking for five years.

“Is this part of the protocol?” I said.

“It can be whatever we want it to be.” Her hand slid down my chest. Over my stomach. To my belt. “Lila told me you signed the consent framework. So did I. We’re both adults. We’re both in the program.” She unbuckled the belt. “And I haven’t had a man’s hands on me in five years. So yes, sweetheart. I would very much like to help.”

Consent lock-in. She asked.

“Yes,” I said. My hand covered hers on my belt and I finished what she’d started.

She watched me push my jeans down. Watched my cock come free, already hard, straining upward. The constant arousal had been humming all morning, and her scent in this small room had turned the hum into a roar.

Her breath caught. Her eyes widened. “Oh.”

She was looking at it the way she’d looked at me in the waiting room. Hungry. But this was more than hunger. This was surprise.

“The drug does this?” she asked.

“Among other things.”

“God.” She breathed the word out. Then she dropped.

She went to her knees between my legs. The movement was smooth, practiced, a kneel she’d clearly done before and didn’t need to think about. The gown fell open at the neckline as she went down, and her tits spilled forward, freed from the paper-thin fabric’s failing attempt at containment. They were enormous. Full and natural, with the slight sag of gravity and forty-four years that read as real and magnificent. Pink-platinum nipples, large, hard, pointing down as the soft flesh pulled the gown open. They swayed when she settled onto her heels, gorgeous pendulums that demanded attention by their sheer presence in the small exam room.

She looked up at me from her knees and wrapped both hands around my cock.

Her hands were soft. Lotioned fingers, smooth palms, not a callus anywhere. She stroked slowly, root to tip, testing the weight and heat of it against her palms. Her grip was firm but exploratory, her thumbs mapping the veins, the ridge beneath the head, the shape of something she’d been imagining since the waiting room.

“I’ve been thinking about this since the waiting room,” she said. Her thumbs circled the head. Pre-cum slicked her grip, and she smeared it down the shaft with her palm, making the next stroke wet and smooth. “Since before that, if I’m honest. Since long before I signed any paperwork.” She tightened her grip on the upstroke, twisting, milking a fresh bead of pre-cum from the slit. “Since the spring you started mowing our lawn without a shirt, and I stood at the kitchen window pretending to wash dishes.”

She pressed my cock between her tits. Looked me straight in the eye while she did it. Squeezed those heavy breasts around the shaft with both hands, creating a channel of warm, soft flesh that swallowed me to the tip. The heat was immediate. Enveloping. The inner curves of her breasts, the softest skin on her body, pressed against the shaft from both sides, and the soft flesh settled around me like it had been built for this purpose. The visual was staggering: her platinum hair falling forward, her green-hazel eyes looking up at me from between the swells of her massive breasts, my cock disappearing into the cleavage with each push, the head emerging at the top glistening with pre-cum before plunging back into the warm valley.

She rocked her whole upper body into the motion, dragging the soft flesh up and down the shaft, the friction of skin against skin amplified by the drug until every nerve ending sang. On the third stroke she dipped her head and her tongue found the tip, a wet flick that sent a bolt straight through my spine. She held me there, her tits wrapped tight, and licked the head in slow circles while the cushion of her breasts worked the shaft below. The paizuri lasted five strokes, six, each one wetter than the last, saliva and pre-cum slicking the channel until the sound was obscene.

“I’ve wanted to do that since I signed the paperwork,” she said. Her voice was thick, her lips shining with pre-cum. “I saw you in the waiting room and I thought: those tits are going around that cock before the month is out. And look at me now.” She squeezed tighter, pressing the G-cups together until the cleavage engulfed me completely. “On my knees in a clinic with your cock between my tits. And it feels even better than I imagined.”

She released and went back to her hands. Both fists working in tandem, twisting on the upstroke, thumb catching the ridge on the downstroke. Fast and confident and nothing like clinical. She stroked with the expertise of a woman who’d spent twenty years married and knew what she was doing, the technique muscle-memory, the enthusiasm entirely new. Her wrists rotated in opposite directions, a corkscrewing motion that made my thighs tense. She spit on the head, deliberately, a thick glob from her filled lips that she caught in her palm and worked along the shaft until the sound of each stroke was wet and lewd in the small room.

“Come for me, sweetheart.” Her voice was a rasp now, thick with want. “Let me see it. All over me. All over these tits.” She leaned forward, pressing those heavy tits against my thighs, angling her chest upward, presenting the target. “I want to feel it. I want to feel how much this drug gives you.”

I gripped the edge of the exam table. The sensation was amplified, every nerve ending firing at twice the intensity it should have. Her hands were hot and slick with spit and pre-cum and moving faster, and her tits swayed with the motion, heavy and hypnotic, and her eyes were locked on mine, and her arousal was so thick in the room I could taste it on my tongue.

I came.

The volume surprised both of us.

It hit her hand first, thick ropes pulsing over her fingers, hot and heavy. Then her chest, the first rope spattering across the upper curve of her left breast, a thick white streak running down the tanned slope toward the nipple, pooling in the crease where the massive tit met her ribcage. Then the right breast, another rope, thick and white against the tanned skin, landing across the pink-platinum nipple, draping it in warm cum. Her hands kept working, milking every pulse with steady strokes, and the cum kept coming, more than normal, significantly more, rope after rope, the drug’s enhanced ejaculate turning a clinical sample session into something that left both of us staring. A final pulse coated her fingers and dripped in a heavy thread from her knuckles to the tile.

Heather looked down at herself. At her hands, coated, the cum webbed between her fingers. At her chest, streaked with thick white ropes across both tits, glistening under the fluorescent lights. At the cum dripping from her nipple to the clinic floor in a slow, obscene thread.

Her expression shifted. Surprise to greed. A slow smile that started at the corners of her filled lips and spread until it reached her eyes, a smile that said she’d just gotten a taste and intended to come back for the full meal.

“Well,” she said. “That’s something.”

She wiped her hands on the gown. Slowly. Not in a hurry. She looked at the cum on her tits, touched it with one fingertip, watched the strand stretch between her finger and her skin. She pressed her palm flat against her right breast, smearing the cum across the tanned skin, spreading it slowly over the hard nipple. The gesture was unhurried, almost reverent, a woman savoring the warmth and weight of it on her body for the first time in years.

“The drug does this?” she asked again. Her fingertip traced through the streak on her left breast, circling the nipple, coating it.

“Every time.”

“Every time.” She said it to herself. Quietly. Like she was filing the information somewhere important. Somewhere that connected the volume of what was on her chest to the ninety-ninth percentile number on her intake form. Somewhere that was already calculating what that volume would feel like inside her.

She stood. Legs slightly unsteady. She found a box of clinical wipes on the counter and cleaned her hands, her chest. Her nipples were still hard. The gown was ruined. She didn’t seem to care.

“I want your number,” she said. “Your personal number. Not the clinic one.”

I gave it to her. She typed it into her phone with fingers that trembled slightly.

“Sweetheart,” she said. She looked at me. The greed was still in her eyes, settled in alongside gratitude. “That’s the most action I’ve had since Garrett stopped trying. And it was a handjob in a doctor’s office.” She laughed. A laugh that shook her whole chest. Her tits jiggled. “We’re going to have fun, you and me.”

She left. I heard her heels click down the hallway, and then Lila’s voice, clinical, calling the next patient.

I sat on the exam table. My cock was already half-hard again. Twenty minutes, maybe less, the refractory window shrinking by the week. My body was still accelerating, still rewriting its own parameters, still turning dials I hadn’t known existed. Three weeks ago I’d been a normal eighteen-year-old whose recovery time was measured in hours. Now it was measured in minutes, and some days I wasn’t sure it existed at all.

The exam room still smelled like Heather. Vanilla perfume layered over salt and sex and the thick musk of Heather’s arousal still hanging in the air. The cum she’d wiped from her tits with clinical wipes had left a trace in the air that my receptors cataloged alongside the memory of her hands and her mouth and the greed in her eyes.

I filled the sample cup. Clinical hands. Inside my head, not clinical at all. Inside my head, Heather Donovan was still on her knees in the clinic gown with those tits spilling forward and cum on her chest and a hunger she’d stopped bothering to hide.

Lila came in ten minutes later. She took the sample, made notes, checked my vitals one more time. Her face was neutral. Her hands were steady on the chart. But her jaw was tight, and she didn’t look at me when she said “your cohort results will be reviewed at the end of the month,” and her filing was too precise, too deliberate, and I knew she knew exactly what had happened in this room.

She turned to leave. Navy scrubs. Heart-shaped ass catching the hallway light.

“Lila.”

She stopped. Looked over her shoulder. The glasses were on, wire-framed, her eyes unreadable behind them.

“Your mother,” I said. “She…”

“Is a participant in a clinical trial,” Lila said. “The same as you. The same as Bridget. The same as Cassie.” Her voice was level. “What happens between matched participants during approved sessions is within the scope of the protocol.”

She left. I heard her shoes on the linoleum, steady, professional. Not hurried.

I drove home. Heather’s number was in my phone. Her vanilla and musk were on my skin. Heather’s tits, full and cum-streaked, were burned into the inside of my eyelids.

Bridget was making dinner when I got home. Her Tuesday rotation: baked chicken, roasted potatoes, the green beans Cassie picked out of every serving. She was in her work clothes still, the blouse and slacks, hospital ID on the lanyard. She cooked with it on again. The lanyard swung when she stirred, the ID badge catching the overhead light.

Cassie was at the table with her sketchbook, drawing something in sharp pencil strokes, her brow furrowed in concentration. She’d kicked her boots off by the door and her bare feet were tucked under her on the chair.

“How was the clinic?” Bridget asked.

“Fine.”

“Bloodwork okay?”

“Everything’s good.”

She nodded. Stirred the pot. Didn’t ask anything else. But her shoulders held a studied stillness, the kind that meant she was choosing not to ask the questions forming behind her eyes.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I checked it under the table, the screen tilted away from both of them.

Heather: Thanks for today, sweetheart. I haven’t stopped thinking about it.

A second buzz: Thursday. Your place or mine. And I want A LOT more.

I put the phone away. Ate dinner. Listened to Cassie complain about her sculpture class, where the professor had declared her wire installation “promising but undisciplined,” which Cassie translated as “he doesn’t understand my vision, and my vision is better than his.”

“What’s the installation about?” Bridget asked.

“Tension,” Cassie said. “The space between things that are connected but not touching.” She looked at me when she said it. Then back at her plate. “Anyway, he gave me a B.”

“You always get B’s.”

“I always deserve A’s. There’s a conspiracy.”

Bridget was folding laundry in the living room when I sat down. The basket between us on the sectional, fresh towels and T-shirts, the domestic rhythm of sorting and stacking. She hummed while she folded. The same nineties song. I reached for a towel at the same time she did. Our fingers met on the cotton.

She didn’t pull away.


Chapter 9: Cassie’s Art Photos

Saturday afternoon. Bridget at the grocery store, which on Saturdays meant she’d be gone for ninety minutes minimum because she compared unit prices on everything and made conversation with the checkout cashier about their grandchildren. Bridget didn’t rush groceries. Groceries were her meditation.

The house was quiet. I was in the kitchen making a turkey sandwich and thinking about the spiral notebook upstairs. First month’s stipend due in six days. $8,500. I’d mapped the allocations three times. The math was solid. The anticipation of having money, real money, money that could solve the problems I’d been staring at the ceiling about, was a physical sensation. Like the morning before Christmas when you were a kid. Except Christmas was going to be a direct deposit and the presents were a mortgage payment and a tuition check.

Cassie came downstairs with her camera, an old Canon DSLR she’d bought secondhand from a classmate who’d switched to mirrorless, and a clip-on desk lamp tucked under her arm. She had her studio face on: focused, purposeful, the version of Cassie that treated art like a job and everyone around her like crew. She set the lamp on the counter with a clunk and looked at me.

“I need a favor,” she said.

She was wearing fishnets under cut-up jean shorts that showed more thigh than fabric. An oversized sweater, black, with nothing underneath, the neck wide enough that one shoulder was bare and the other was buried in cotton. Combat boots, unlaced. Auburn hair shoved behind the ear with the pierced eyebrow, fingers flecked with dried cadmium curled around the camera strap.

“What kind of favor?”

“Portfolio favor. I need self-portraits for my figure drawing class. Final project. The professor wants ‘honest explorations of form.’” She made air quotes with her free hand. “I need someone to hold the lighting while I shoot.”

“Use a tripod.”

“I tried. The angles are wrong. I need someone who can move the light while I pose.” She set the clip lamp on the counter. “Twenty minutes. You hold the light, I shoot. It’s art, not a big deal.”

“When has anything you’ve said ‘it’s not a big deal’ about not been a big deal?”

She rolled her eyes, the sarcasm dialed to eleven. “Fine, it’s a huge deal. Life or death. The fate of civilization rests on my art portfolio. Happy? Now hold the lamp.”

I followed her upstairs. Her bedroom was the controlled chaos I’d seen a thousand times: canvases stacked against the wall, a desk covered in tubes of paint, clothes on the floor, the bed unmade with a quilt Bridget had made her in middle school. She’d pinned a white sheet to the wall as a backdrop and moved the desk lamp to the corner.

“Stand here.” She pointed to a spot beside the bed. “Angle the lamp up and to the left. I want warm light, not overhead.”

I held the lamp. She positioned the camera on her desk, angled up, and checked the frame on the viewfinder.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m going to do a few poses. Don’t be weird.”

She stepped in front of the white sheet. Squared up to the camera. The fishnets caught the warm lamplight, creating a ladder pattern up her slim legs. She raised her arms above her head and stretched. The sweater rode up, showing the flat stomach, the tiny waist, the belly button. She pressed the remote shutter. Click.

She adjusted. Turned sideways. The thigh-gap was visible in profile, the cut-up shorts barely containing the tight little ass. Click.

“Light higher,” she said. I raised the lamp. The warmth shifted, catching her jawline, the line of her neck, the ear with the piercing.

She reached for the hem of her sweater.

“The professor wants range,” she said. Not looking at me. “Clothed, semi-clothed, figure study. Standard for art school.”

She pulled the sweater off.

Nothing underneath.

Small firm B-cups, pert, high on her chest. The nipples were small and pink and immediately hard in the air, or from the drug, or from something else. Her ribs showed faintly beneath the skin. She looked at the camera and pressed the shutter. Click.

She stood in front of me in fishnets, cut-up shorts, and nothing else. The petite body was angular where Heather and Bridget were curved, narrow shoulders, tiny waist, a frame that made her look younger than nineteen until you looked at her face and saw the woman behind the sarcasm.

“Still holding the lamp?” she asked.

“Still holding the lamp.”

“Good. Don’t drop it.”

She reached for the button on her shorts. Unsnapped. Unzipped. Let them fall. Underneath: black cotton panties, plain, riding low on her hips. The fishnets covered her legs from the waist down, the diamond pattern stretching over her slim thighs.

She posed. Arms crossed under her small tits, lifting them slightly. Click. Hip cocked, weight on one leg, the fishnet pattern catching the warm light. Click. Turned around, looking over her shoulder, the tight little round ass framed by the fishnets and the panties.

“Last set,” she said. She hooked her thumbs in the fishnets and rolled them down. Slowly. Watching my face as she did it. The nylon peeled off her legs, revealing pale freckled skin underneath, smooth, the thigh-gap more visible without the diamond pattern. She stepped out of the fishnets and stood in just the black panties.

Click. Click. Click.

She set the remote down. Looked at me. The sarcasm was still on, but her eyes had gone dark, the hazel almost swallowed by the black. Her chest was flushed, the pink spreading from her small tits down to her stomach.

“Your turn,” she said.

“My turn for what?”

“For art.” She crossed the room. Bare feet on the hardwood, the walk of someone who’d made a decision and wasn’t interested in discussing it. She put both hands on my chest and pushed. A shove that surprised me because she was five-four and a hundred and ten pounds and she pushed like she was moving furniture. I sat on the edge of her bed.

She climbed onto the bed beside me. Knelt on the quilt. The warm light caught the freckles on her shoulders, the stick-and-poke moon on her inner wrist. She was close, inches away, and the heat coming off her was vivid and urgent.

She pulled at the waistband of my shorts. “I want to draw this later. For my portfolio. The human form. Male anatomical study.” She said it with the deadpan delivery of someone quoting a syllabus while undressing a man.

“Cassie.”

“Don’t say my name like it’s a warning.” She tugged the shorts down with both hands, impatient, her fingers hooking the elastic and pulling. My cock came free, hard, straining upward. Three weeks on PROCREON-9. The background arousal had been humming since she pulled the sweater off, and now, with Cassie Sutton in nothing but black panties kneeling beside me on her bed, close enough to feel the heat of her breath on my stomach, the hum was a roar.

She looked at it. Not shyly. Cassie didn’t do shy. She looked at my cock with the same evaluative intensity she brought to canvas composition, her eyes measuring, assessing, cataloging.

“Huh,” she said.

“Huh?”

“I was imagining smaller.” She wrapped her hand around me. “I was wrong.”

Her fingers were never clean. I could see the flecks of dried acrylic, blue and cadmium yellow, on her knuckles. Small hand on a cock that her hand didn’t quite close around. The visual contrast was sharp: petite art-student body, slim fingers, and the thick, drug-enhanced cock she was gripping like she’d been thinking about it for longer than today.

“You’ve been hard every time I walk past your door,” she said. She stroked. Slow. Confident. Not hesitant. Cassie didn’t do hesitant. “Is that the drug? Or is it me?”

“Both.”

“Good answer.” She stroked faster. Her thumb caught the ridge on the upstroke, smearing pre-cum down the shaft. “God, you’re bigger than I thought. Is that the drug too?”

“Some of it.”

“What’s the other part?”

“Genetics.”

She laughed. Short, sharp, surprised. The sarcasm cracked for a second, and what broke through was delight. Pure, unguarded delight at the absurdity of sitting on her bed in her panties with her hand on the cock of the guy she’d grown up in the same house with, laughing about it.

Then she pulled her panties to the side with her free hand.

“Look at me,” she said.

I looked. Between her legs, exposed, bare. A strip of auburn hair above a pussy that was visibly wet, the inner lips flushed pink and swollen. The PROCREON-9 on full display. She was aroused in a way that wasn’t subtle, wet enough to glisten on her thighs.

“This is what the compound does to me,” she said. “Every seventy-two hours I dose and every seventy-two hours I get wetter than I’ve ever been in my life and I lie in my room across the hall from you and I think about this.” She squeezed my cock. “About you. About the fact that we’ve lived in the same house since I was thirteen and I’ve wanted this since the bathroom doorway.”

She stroked faster. Both hands now, one on the shaft twisting on every upstroke, one cupping beneath, her palm cradling my balls, fingers kneading gently while her other fist worked the shaft. Her petite body hunched over me, small tits hanging, the hard pink nipples brushing my thigh with each stroke, dragging across my skin. Her acrylic-flecked fingers worked in rhythm, twisting, pulling, her grip tight and confident and nothing like shy. The blue and yellow acrylic flecks on her knuckles caught the light every time her fist reached the head, a surreal detail that made this unmistakably Cassie.

She spit on the tip. Casual, unapologetic, the way she did everything. The saliva ran down the shaft and her hand caught it and spread it and the next strokes were slick and fast and the wet sound filled her bedroom.

“Come for me,” she said. Not breathy like Heather. Flat. Demanding. A bratty command. “I want to see it. I want to see all of it.”

I gripped the edge of her mattress. The sensation was sharp and building, every nerve in my body tuned to her frequency, each stroke landing twice as intense. She was small and fierce and her hands were covered in paint and her small tits were pressed against my leg and she was watching my face with those blown-wide pupils, waiting for it, her tongue running across her lower lip.

“Give it to me,” she said. Squeezed harder. Stroked faster.

I came.

She aimed. Deliberate. Pointed my cock at her flat stomach and watched the first rope hit her skin, thick and white against the pale freckled belly. Then another, landing across her belly button, filling the small hollow. And another, a long streak from just below her small tits down to the waistband of her panties. The volume made her eyes go wide, the same surprise Heather had shown, the same recalibration of expectations. A final pulse dripped from the tip, and she milked it out with a slow stroke, squeezing root to head, watching the thick white bead form and fall onto her stomach.

She looked down at herself. At the cum streaking her stomach in glossy white ropes, pooling in her belly button, dripping toward the waistband of her panties, soaking into the elastic. At the sheer amount. Then she picked up her phone from the bed.

She took a photo.

“Reference image,” she said. The deadpan was back, but her voice was shaky. She lay down beside me, my cum still on her belly, and looked at the ceiling. Her breathing was fast.

“Come back tomorrow,” she said.

“Cassie.”

“Don’t make it weird.” She turned her head to look at me. Paint-stained fingers resting on her stomach, tracing idle patterns through the cum. “This is happening. We both know it’s happening. The compound made it louder but it was already there.” She shrugged one bare shoulder. “My tuition bill came in this week. The program stipend covers it exactly. So the money is real, the drug is real, and the thing between us has been real since I was sixteen.” She poked me in the ribs. “Come back tomorrow.”

I pulled my shorts up. Stood. The room smelled like sex and paint thinner and what we’d just done. The afternoon light through her window made the cum on her belly glow.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “And bring better lighting. That lamp angle was wrong.”

I went to my room. Closed the door. My heart was hammering. My cock was already half-hard again, the refractory window closing fast, and the scent of Cassie’s arousal was still on my hands, still in my nostrils, still in the fiber of the shirt I was wearing.

Downstairs, the front door opened. Bridget’s keys on the hook. Grocery bags rustling. “Cody? Can you help with the bags?”

I went downstairs. Helped carry groceries. Stood at the kitchen counter while Bridget put things away, buttoned to the collar as usual, humming at the refrigerator. She asked about my day. I told her I’d been reading. She didn’t ask about the lamp that was still in Cassie’s room or the faint scent of sex that I was sure, with my upgraded receptors, I was carrying on my skin.

But Bridget’s nose had been upgraded too. She paused at the refrigerator, her back to me. Her shoulders stiffened for one beat. Then she resumed putting away the eggs.

She didn’t say anything.

That night, the bank notification on my phone told the story of a life turning around. $8,500 deposited. $2,400 for the mortgage. $1,500 for Cassie’s tuition. The rest into the household account. The numbers made sense. Everything else happening in this house did not.


Chapter 10: Bridget’s Body Composition

The program required body-composition photos.

Lila had explained it during Bridget’s second clinic visit: baseline documentation for all cohort participants. Full-body photos, front, side, and back, in minimal clothing. Medical-grade documentation for the trial’s before-and-after data on the drug’s physiological effects. The photos would be repeated at six months and at twelve months, creating a visual record of how each participant’s body responded over time. Someone from the clinic would take them, or the participant could designate a program-enrolled household member to photograph at home and submit through the secure portal.

Cassie had done hers last week, turning it into a comedy special, flexing and posing and making faces at the camera until the clinical documentation became something she could control with humor.

Bridget had been avoiding hers for a week. I noticed because I noticed Bridget. The deadline reminders from the clinic sat on the kitchen counter, next to the bills, accumulating. She’d moved them twice, from counter to table to the stack of mail by the front door, never throwing them away, never acting on them, the paperwork equivalent of pacing.

She asked me on a Wednesday afternoon. Cassie was at class. The house was quiet enough that every small sound registered: the fridge humming, the clock losing its three minutes, the furnace pilot light hissing in the basement.

“The photos,” she said. She was standing at the kitchen counter, bundled in her usual layers, coffee cup held in both hands like a shield. The shield was trembling slightly, the surface of the coffee vibrating with a frequency that had nothing to do with the furnace. “I’ve been putting them off.”

“For how long?”

“A week.” She took a sip. Set the cup down. Wrapped her arms around herself, the cardigan pulled tight, the gesture she defaulted to when she was vulnerable and trying not to be. “The deadline is Friday. Lila called yesterday to remind me. She was very professional about it. She’s always professional about it.” A pause. “I need to get them done.”

She looked at the counter. Not at me.

“Would you take them?”

I could hear the effort in the careful way she phrased it, the studied neutrality, the way she was treating the question as a logistical request instead of what it actually was: asking the man she’d raised to photograph her body in her underwear in a house where the walls were thin and what was growing between them was becoming impossible to ignore.

“Sure,” I said. Matching her neutral. Meeting her logistics with logistics. The things we didn’t say occupied the kitchen like furniture.

“It’s… I’ll be in my undergarments. The protocol requires minimal clothing.”

“I know. Cassie already had me take hers.” That was true. Cassie had posed in sports bra and shorts, flexing ironically, making faces at the camera, turning it into a comedy bit because that’s what Cassie did with anything that made her uncomfortable. The photos were clinical. The energy was not.

Bridget was not going to turn this into a comedy bit.

“Upstairs bathroom,” she said. “The light’s best in the afternoon.”

I got the camera. Cassie’s Canon, which Bridget didn’t know had also been used for Cassie’s “art portfolio” session two days earlier. I checked the memory card, made sure nothing from that session was on it, and went upstairs.

The bathroom was small. One window, frosted glass, letting in warm afternoon light. The shower stall on one side, the sink and mirror on the other, enough floor space for one person to stand with arms slightly extended. Bridget’s towel on the hook. The faint smell of her soap and shampoo permeating the tile.

I set up against the far wall, near the door. Camera ready. Clinical hands. Professional approach.

Bridget came in. She closed the door behind her. Every layer in place, buttoned and tied and cinched.

She stood there for a moment. Looking at the floor. Then she reached up and pulled the outer layer off. Set it on the towel rack.

Then the robe.

She untied the belt. Slowly. The knot came loose. The terrycloth fell open, and she shrugged it off her shoulders, and it dropped to the tile floor in a pile around her bare feet.

Bridget Sutton stood in the bathroom in her underwear.

Mismatched bra and panties. The bra was beige, functional, the kind sold in three-packs at a department store. It was working overtime. The cups were full to overflowing, the heavy soft weight of her breasts straining the underwire, the tops swelling over the fabric in a pale curve that caught the afternoon light. The straps dug into her shoulders, carrying weight they weren’t engineered for. She hadn’t bought new bras in years. Function, not display. Every piece of underwear she owned said the same thing.

The panties were beige cotton, high-waisted, practical. They sat below her belly button, covering her hips, the elastic pressing gently into the soft flesh of her lower belly. Below the waistband, the curve of her belly was visible: soft, pale, with the faded silver lines of old stretch marks from Cassie’s pregnancy, feathering outward from the center like brushstrokes.

Wide hips. Hips that had spread with age and childbearing and settled into a maternal proportion that denim and robes conspired to hide. Thick thighs, pale, strong from years of standing in the kitchen and at the hospital. Thighs that touched when she walked.

She didn’t look at me.

I raised the camera. Took the first photo. Front-facing. The shutter clicked.

She flinched at the sound. Then she steadied herself. Set her jaw. Holding still for an uncomfortable task because the protocol required it.

“Turn to the side,” I said. Clinical voice. The voice of a guy holding a camera for documentation purposes. Inside my head, nothing was clinical.

She turned. The profile view showed the full scope of what Bridget had been hiding under layers since Mike’s death. The full tits in profile, the way the bra fought to contain them, the soft curve of her belly, the wide hips, the thick thighs. She was five-six and one-fifty-five, maybe one-sixty, and every pound told the story of years alone: cooking for a household, shouldering two dead men and a mortgage and a daughter and a godson.

She was beautiful. Not the maintained kind, not the gym kind. The kind that comes from twenty years of feeding people and carrying weight and never once putting herself first.

I took the photo. Click.

“Back,” I said.

She turned away from me. The beige panties stretched across her full ass, the curve of it generous and soft, the waistband riding up slightly where her hips were widest. Her back was smooth, pale. Freckles across her shoulder blades. The bra strap cut a horizontal line across her mid-back, taut under the weight it was bearing.

Click.

“That’s the protocol shots,” I said. “Three angles. We’re done.”

She didn’t turn around immediately. She stood with her back to me, her hands at her sides, her fingers curled slightly. Her breathing was audible. Not fast. Deep. Controlled breaths of a woman managing something.

The small bathroom concentrated everything. Her shampoo, her soap, the skin-heat that was uniquely hers, and layered through all of it, arousal, charged and immediate, that the enclosed space made impossible to ignore.

Her nipples were hard. I could see them through the bra from behind, two points pressing against the beige fabric. PROCREON-9 had made them responsive. They’d been hard the entire time.

She turned around. Her skin had gone blotchy with heat, the color mottled across her collarbones, crawling up her neck to her cheeks. Her eyes were bright and slightly wet and she was looking at me and trying not to look at me simultaneously.

“Thank you, Cody,” she said. Her voice was quiet. Controlled. But my name had the tremor in it again, the same tremor from the earring night. The vibration that meant her composure was holding by a thread.

She bent to pick up the robe. As she bent, the bra shifted, and for a moment the neckline gaped and I saw them. The full weight of her left breast, hanging forward, the dark rose nipple large and hard and visible for a fraction of a second before she straightened and the bra covered it again.

She pulled the terrycloth on. Tied it fast. Too fast. The double-knot, the tight one. Her hands were shaking.

“Bridget.”

“I’m fine.” She grabbed her layers from the towel rack. Pulled them on, wrapping herself like a hug. “Send the photos to the portal. The file name format is on the intake sheet.”

She reached for the door handle. Stopped. Her back was to me. She stood still for three seconds.

“You didn’t look away,” she said. Quiet. Almost to herself.

“No.”

Another two seconds. Her hand on the handle.

“I noticed,” she said.

She left.

I stood in the bathroom with the camera and the image of those dark rose nipples burned into my retinas. Her warmth was dissipating from the small room slowly, like steam after a shower. Her robe was still on the floor in a pile where she’d dropped it, and the terry cloth smelled like her sleep, and I thought about all the years she’d spent alone in this house, hiding a body like that under layers of fabric because there was no one to show it to.

No man. No touch. No one looking.

Until now.

I uploaded the photos. Front, side, back. Clinical documentation. The portal accepted them with a green checkmark and a timestamp.

The photos on the screen were clinical. Properly framed, evenly lit, the body-composition format the program required. A forty-one-year-old woman in mismatched underwear. Measurements and proportions. Baseline data.

They did not show the way her fingers curled into fists at her sides. Or the way she’d said “you didn’t look away” in a voice that was not a complaint.

Downstairs, I made coffee. Bridget’s brand, the new one she’d switched to last week, a dark roast that was bolder than her usual, which I could now identify by smell from two rooms away. I poured her a cup, added the cream she liked, set it on the table. A small gesture. One that meant more now than it had a month ago, because a month ago it was just coffee and now it was coffee made by the man who’d just photographed her body in her bathroom.

She came down buttoned up. Every defense back in place, the double-knot cinched tight. Her hair was clipped up again. She sat across from me and wrapped both hands around the mug.

“Thank you,” she said again. Drinking the coffee. Not meeting my eyes.

“Any time.”

“The cream is right,” she said. Looking at the mug. “You always get the cream right.”

“I’ve been watching you make coffee since I moved in.”

She looked up then. Her eyes were warm and complicated, full of a gratitude that said she’d just realized someone had been paying attention to her for longer than she knew.

Neither of us spoke. Neither of us needed to.

That evening, Cassie came home from class. She dropped her canvas bag by the door, kicked off her boots, and padded into the kitchen barefoot. A tank top she’d knotted at the waist, showing a strip of flat stomach, paint on her fingers.

“What’s for dinner?” she asked.

“Soup,” Bridget said. She was at the stove, stirring. The cardigan was on, buttoned high. Normalcy performed at the highest available level.

Cassie looked at me. At Bridget. Back at me.

She didn’t say anything. No sarcasm. No catalogue of evidence. She opened the fridge, took out the orange juice, poured a glass. She inhaled once, slow, catching whatever lingered in the hallway from the bathroom session, and she went still for a moment.

Then she sat down at the table. Drank her juice. Looked at Bridget’s back at the stove, then at me, and her expression wasn’t the bratty diagnostic it usually was. It was quieter. Something behind her eyes I couldn’t read, and for once she didn’t narrate it.

“Body-comp photos for the program,” I said, filling the silence she’d left open. “Clinical documentation.”

“I know.” She said it simply. No joke. No callback. She drank her juice and looked out the window at the strip of grass between the houses, and whatever she was thinking, she kept it to herself.

She took her juice and went upstairs. Her bare feet on the steps were quiet, precise, the walk of someone who knew exactly what she was implying and was doing it on purpose.

Bridget’s stirring hand paused for one beat. Then resumed. She didn’t turn around.

The soup was good. We ate at the table, three chairs occupied, the fourth empty. Cassie talked about her sculpture project, something involving wire and found objects. Bridget asked questions. I listened. The domestic rhythm, the kitchen heat, the sound of forks and conversation and the furnace kicking on.

Underneath it, the new reality. The bathroom scent still in my nostrils. The catch in Bridget’s voice still in my ears. The promise in Cassie’s eyes still in my peripheral vision.

After dinner, Cassie and I cleared the table while Bridget retreated to the living room with her laptop, claiming she needed to check something. I could hear her from the kitchen: sitting on the sectional, not typing, just sitting. Processing.

“She’s happy,” Cassie said. Not looking at me. Drying a plate with Bridget’s sunflower towel. “In case you can’t tell. She’s been humming louder all week. She bought new shampoo. She hasn’t bought new shampoo since Dad died. Something’s changed and it’s not just the drug.”

“The drug is part of it.”

“The drug is the accelerant. The fuel was already there.” She set the plate in the rack. “I’ve been watching my mother for nineteen years, Cody. I know when she’s going through the motions and I know when she’s actually present. She’s present. For the first time since Dad died, she’s present.”

She picked up another plate. Dried it with the careful attention she brought to everything she valued, which was a shorter list than most people realized.

After dinner, I checked the program payment tracker on my phone. Bridget’s second stipend was deposited yesterday. $2,500. She’d paid the credit card minimum and put the rest toward the mortgage. The arrears balance was down to $1,200. One more month and we’d be current. One more month and the letter from the mortgage company could go in the recycling instead of face-down on the kitchen table.

The arrears were shrinking. The notebook’s columns had turned positive for the first time since the settlement ran out.


Chapter 11: Heather’s First Home Visit

Heather texted at one-fifteen on a Thursday afternoon.

Come over. Gate’s open. G hasn’t been home in 8 months. Stop overthinking it.

I was on the couch watching nothing. A home renovation show where a couple with a budget I’d never see in my life argued about backsplash tiles. Bridget was at work. Cassie was at class. The house was empty in the way that stripped away every buffer, the background hum rising when there were no distractions, no conversation, no domestic rhythm to channel the restless energy my body kept generating.

I’d been trying to read the car magazine again. Same magazine, same page, three weeks running. The words refused to stick. Between the lines, I saw Bridget’s robe falling open, Cassie’s eyes in the doorway, Heather’s tits in the clinic gown. Nothing faded anymore. The images stayed vivid, the scents present, the nerve endings at a pitch that made sitting still feel like a waste of the body it was building.

Heather’s text sat on my screen like an invitation written in neon.

I’d been waiting for it. Not consciously. But the Donovan kitchen was nineteen feet from the Sutton back door, and the smell of Heather’s perfume drifted through the fence every morning when she brought Bridget coffee, and the handjob at the clinic had been two weeks ago, and each time she’d sent me home with a promise of more. The promises were building toward something, and that something was today.

I went through the fence gate. The latch had been broken for years. Nobody had fixed it because nobody had needed it fixed, the way you don’t fix things between neighbors who’ve been walking back and forth for fifteen years. The strip of grass between the Sutton house and the Donovan house was ten feet wide, freshly mowed by me last Tuesday, and walking across it felt like crossing a border.

Heather’s back door was open.

She was in the kitchen. The Donovan kitchen was the mirror image of ours: same layout, slightly nicer cabinets, a granite-topped island instead of a Formica counter. The kitchen smelled like coffee and vanilla candles, and behind both, the thick, heady warmth of a woman standing in her kitchen in nothing but a silk robe.

The robe was untied.

I saw her from the doorway. Bare feet on the tile, painted toes, coral pink. Smooth tanned calves. The robe fell from her shoulders to mid-thigh, open in front, held in place by nothing but the drape of the silk across her body. Her heavy tits pushed the silk apart, the inner curves visible, the nipples pressing against the fabric as hard points. Her ass shaped the silk from behind. The hourglass waist nipped in between.

She turned when she heard me. The robe shifted. For a moment the whole left side fell open, showing the full curve of her breast, the pink-platinum nipple, the smooth skin of her stomach, the shaved line between her thighs.

“Close the door, sweetheart,” she said.

I closed it. She set her coffee mug on the counter. Looked at me. Green-hazel eyes holding mine, the same steady eye contact from the waiting room, from the clinic exam room. But this was her house. Her kitchen. Her terms.

She shrugged the robe off.

It fell. Silk sliding off tanned shoulders, pooling at her feet on the kitchen tile. Full frontal. Heather Donovan, forty-four years old, standing naked in her kitchen.

The tits were massive. Heavy and full, swaying slightly with the motion of the robe falling. Natural. The slight sag of gravity and age that read as real and magnificent. Pink-platinum nipples, large, hard, pointing slightly down under the weight. They moved when she breathed. They would move more when she moved.

Below: the nipped waist, the hourglass proportion more dramatic without the silk’s softening drape. Her belly was flat, smooth, tanned. A line of shaved stubble just above her pussy, barely there, blonde like her hair. Her thighs were smooth, tanned, close together at the top.

She took my hand and led me to the living room. The couch was a sectional, wider than ours, cleaner, a sectional maintained to showroom condition because maintaining things was what Heather did when no one was watching. She sat. Pulled me down beside her. Then she took my hand and put it on her thigh.

“I’ve been waiting for this,” she said. Her voice was low, the breathy quality thickened into a growl. “Five years, Cody. Five years since a man touched me.”

I kissed her. She tasted like coffee and lip gloss and the faint chemical sweetness of the drug in her blood. She kissed back hard, both hands on the sides of my face, pulling me in. Her tits pressed against my chest, soft, insistent, heavy enough that I felt them flatten between us. Her heat enveloped me, sharp and layered, the air between us dense enough to chew.

She pulled back. Pushed my shoulders until I sat back against the couch. Then she slid off the cushion and onto the floor.

She knelt between my legs. Looked up at me with those wide-set eyes. Reached for my belt.

“I want to taste you, sweetheart. Properly. Not in a clinic.”

She unbuckled my belt. Unzipped my jeans. My cock came free, hard, the compound keeping me at full throttle. She wrapped one hand around the base and looked at it the way she’d looked at it in the exam room, except this time there was no clinic gown, no paper-thin barrier. Just her, naked and kneeling, tits swaying heavy as she leaned forward.

She licked from root to tip. One slow stripe. Her tongue was slow, wet, her filled lips parted and her eyes were on mine.

“God, I missed this,” she said against my skin. Then she took me in her mouth.

Deep. Warm. Her tongue working the underside of the shaft while her lips sealed tight and her head bobbed. Slow at first, finding the rhythm, then faster. She gagged once, adjusted, took me deeper. Her throat opened. The sensation was electric, every millimeter of contact registering at an intensity that would have been impossible a month ago.

She pulled off long enough to wrap her generous tits around the base of my shaft. Squeezed those heavy tits together with both hands, creating a channel of warm, soft flesh. Paizuri. Her signature. My cock disappeared between her tits, the tip emerging at the top of the cleavage. She licked the tip on every upstroke, tongue flicking across the head while her tits worked the shaft below.

The visual was pornographic. Her platinum hair falling forward, her eyes locked on mine, those enormous tits wrapped around my cock, the tip glistening with spit and pre-cum between her cleavage. She moaned while she did it, the vibration traveling through her chest into my cock.

“You taste good, honey.” She released her tits and went back to her mouth. Deepthroat again, lips at the base, nose against my stomach, throat working. Her hand went between her own legs. I could hear the wet sound of her touching herself while she sucked me.

She pulled off. Sat back on her heels. Wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“I want you to do something for me,” she said.

“Anything.”

“Put your mouth between my legs. I want to come on your face.”

I put her on the couch. She lay back against the armrest, legs spread, thighs wide. Her pussy was soaked, the inner lips swollen and flushed pink, glistening. Salt and musk and a sweetness underneath that was purely her. I could taste her on the air before my tongue touched her.

I knelt between her thighs. Put my mouth on her.

She came alive. Her hands went to my hair, gripping, nails scraping my scalp. Her thighs clamped against my ears, the smooth tanned skin pressing warm on both sides. I licked her clit in slow circles, finding the rhythm her body wanted, then faster, then alternated between tight circles with the tip of my tongue and flat-tongue strokes that covered her entire pussy from entrance to clit. Her hips rolled against my face, grinding, pressing her soaked pussy against my mouth. She was vocal, louder than I expected, moans that started low in her chest and climbed in pitch until the room rang with them.

“Oh god. Oh god, baby. Right there. Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

I didn’t stop. I pushed two fingers inside her while my tongue worked her clit. She was tight and soaked, the wetness coating my hand immediately, and her inner walls gripped my fingers in rhythmic pulses, clenching and releasing, her body pulling me deeper. I curled them upward, found the textured spot, and pressed hard while I sucked her clit between my lips.

She screamed.

Not a polite sound. A full-throated scream that would have carried through the walls of any house in the neighborhood. Her back arched off the couch, her massive tits shaking violently, the heavy flesh bouncing from the force of the spasm, her thighs clamping hard enough to bruise. She came on my face, a flood of wetness, hot and slick, gushing over my chin and running down her thighs and soaking the couch cushion beneath her. Her pussy clenched around my fingers in violent pulses, the muscles spasming, milking them, and I could feel the orgasm in her entire body, the tremors running from her core out through her limbs. I licked her through it, slower, gentler, my tongue barely touching her swollen clit, riding the aftershocks until she pushed my head away with trembling hands, her thighs quaking.

“Stop. Stop, I can’t. Too much.” She laughed. Breathless. A laugh that came from deep in her chest. “Five years, sweetheart. Five years and nobody’s done that.”

She looked at me from the couch. Eyes glazed. Lips swollen. Massive tits heaving with each ragged breath. Then she slid off the couch and back to her knees.

“Your turn.”

She took me in her mouth again. Faster this time, no teasing, both hands working the base while her mouth handled the rest. She wrapped her tits around me midway, the paizuri-blowjob combo, her hands pressing her tits tight around my shaft while her mouth worked the tip. Lips sealed, tongue circling, eyes on mine.

I gripped the couch cushion. The sensation was building, sharp and relentless, the drug making every nerve ending fire at twice the normal rate. Her tits cushioned me, soft, enveloping, her mouth hot and wet, and the sound of her moaning against my cock was raw hunger finally being fed.

She pulled off. I groaned, my hips surging forward involuntarily, chasing the heat of her mouth. She sat back on her heels. Wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, the gesture casual, unhurried, her filled lips glossy with spit and pre-cum. A thick strand of saliva connected her lower lip to the head of my cock, stretching, glistening. Her eyes were still glazed, pupils blown, and the effort it took her to stop was visible in every line of her body. She wanted more. She was choosing to wait.

“I want it all,” she said. Her voice was thick, breathless, raw from the deepthroat. “I want you inside me, sweetheart. No condom. That’s what the trial is for.” She leaned forward. Licked the tip of my cock one more time, slow, thorough, a long stripe from root to head, her tongue flat and warm, tracing the vein, dragging across the ridge, circling the head three times, collecting every drop of pre-cum before pulling away. My cock twitched, aching, so close it hurt. “I want you to fill me up. I want to feel you cum inside me. Every drop of that ninety-ninth percentile load. Inside me, sweetheart. Not on my tits. Not in my mouth. Inside my pussy.”

She held my gaze while she said it. Green-hazel eyes, steady, certain. The words were a preview of the breeding mantras that were coming, the first whisper of the register that would become her signature. She wasn’t there yet. She was building toward it, layer by layer, session by session, the way the compound built in her system dose by dose.

She stood. Stretched, her massive tits lifting as her arms went overhead, the nipples hard, catching the afternoon light. She walked to the kitchen, bare feet on the hardwood, the juicy round ass swaying, and retrieved her robe from the tile where she’d dropped it an hour ago. Wrapped it around herself like nothing had happened, except her hair was a mess and her cheeks were flushed and her lips were still wet and she was smiling with the smug satisfaction of someone who’d just gotten what she wanted and was already planning how to get more.

“Go home, Cody.” She tied the robe’s belt. Loose. Always loose. “Before your godmother gets home and smells me on you.”

“She’s going to smell you either way.”

“I know.” Heather’s smile widened. “I’m counting on it.”

I went home. Through the gate. Across the strip of grass. Into the Sutton kitchen, which smelled like a different world, Bridget’s coffee and dish soap and the steady domestic scent of a house that wasn’t broadcasting raw need through every surface. I washed my face at the kitchen sink. My chin was still wet from Heather, the slickness of her arousal mixed with my own saliva. Heather’s musk was on my hands, in my nostrils, embedded in my shirt, and it was going to be there for hours. Every breath replayed her.

I stood in the kitchen. Nineteen feet from my godmother’s stove to the fence gate. Nineteen feet from Heather’s kitchen island to the back door. None of it was staying where it started. The clinic, the house next door, this kitchen. One man standing at the center of all three.

Bridget’s car pulled into the driveway at five-fifteen.

I was at the kitchen table with the spiral notebook, pencil in hand, working the numbers. Monthly income tracker. Expenses. The reassuring math of money arriving and problems shrinking.

“Hey,” she said. Keys on the hook. Hospital ID still on the lanyard. She was in work clothes, the blouse and slacks, her hair clipped up. She looked at me. Her nostrils flared, a micro-adjustment in her jaw, her posture stiffening as her upgraded senses cataloged whatever residue of Heather and sex I was still carrying.

She didn’t comment. She poured herself a coffee. Sat across from me.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“Good. Quiet.”

“Stayed home?”

“Mostly.”

A pause. She sipped her coffee. The word mostly hung between us, loaded, unanswered.

“The mortgage payment cleared this morning,” I said.

Her face changed. The careful neutrality cracked, and gratitude flooded through. “I saw. The arrears are down to twelve hundred.”

“One more month and we’re current.”

“Cody.” She set the cup down. Looked at me with those brown eyes, warm and wet at the edges. “You’re saving this house.”

“We’re saving it.”

“You’re saving it.” She put her hand on the table. Not on my hand. On the table near my hand, close enough that I could feel the warmth without the contact. “The program. The money. Everything you’re doing. You’re saving us.”

The gratitude in her voice was heavy and real and it mixed with the memory of Heather still on my skin, Heather’s tits around my cock and the knowledge that nineteen feet and a broken gate separated the woman thanking me from the woman who’d just been on her knees.

“It’s what the program’s for,” I said.

She held my gaze. Color had risen along her throat. The chemistry doing its work. The honesty doing its work.

“Right,” she said. “The program.”

She picked up her coffee. Went to the stove. Started dinner.

When Cassie came home, she dropped her canvas bag with a thud and kicked off her boots by the door and came into the kitchen smelling like clay and turpentine.

“What’s for dinner?”

“Meatloaf,” Bridget said.

“Regular meatloaf or stress meatloaf?”

“There’s a difference?”

“Stress meatloaf has more glaze. You overcompensate with glaze when you’re processing something.”

Bridget looked at the meatloaf. “It’s regular meatloaf.”

“Mom, it’s glazed to within an inch of its life. This is the most glazed meatloaf in Northridge County.” Cassie sat down. Looked at me. Looked at Bridget. Back at me. “What happened today?”

“Nothing happened,” I said.

“Nothing happened, and yet the meatloaf looks like it went through a car wash and the kitchen smells like Lysol and Cody showered before dinner, which he never does unless he’s been somewhere that requires showering.”

“I was at the gym,” I said.

“You don’t have a gym membership.”

She had me there. Cassie always had me. The bratty sensors were military-grade.

We ate. Cassie complained about her sculpture professor. Bridget asked follow-up questions. I ate three helpings of stress meatloaf, which, Cassie was right, was more glazed than usual.


Chapter 12: The Living Room Late

Midnight. The house was supposed to be asleep.

The day had been normal. Save-Mart in the morning. Danny selling something that fell off a truck, possibly literally. Produce and dairy, the usual. Home by three. Bridget wasn’t back yet. Cassie was at the kitchen table with clay under her fingernails and a mood that expressed itself through aggressive sketch marks.

“How’s the sculpture?” I’d asked.

“It’s a metaphor for futility. So, going great.”

“What’s it look like?”

“A ball rolling uphill. Except the hill is made of more balls. And all the balls are on fire.” She’d looked up from her sketch. “It’s called ‘Capitalism.’ The professor will hate it. Which means it’s working.”

Dinner was leftover chicken. Bridget came home late, tired, the hospital billing department running behind on quarterly reports. She ate standing at the counter, too drained to sit. I’d heated her plate. She’d said thank you with a gratitude that said she was surprised someone had thought of her. She shouldn’t have been surprised. I always heated her plate when she was late. She was always surprised.

Now it was midnight and the house was supposed to be asleep, and I was supposed to be asleep, and PROCREON-9 had other ideas. The persistent arousal had been building since dinner, a low, relentless pulse that the shower hadn’t fixed and the ceiling-staring hadn’t fixed and the two hundred push-ups I’d done at ten-thirty hadn’t fixed. The morning run was eight hours away. The compound didn’t care about schedules. It cared about the scent of two women sleeping in rooms above and across from me and the pharmaceutical reality of a body that had been engineered to want.

I went downstairs for water.

The kitchen was dark. Streetlight coming through the window above the sink, throwing a pale rectangle across the linoleum. I filled a glass. Drank it standing at the counter. The house was quiet in the way old houses are quiet at midnight: floorboards ticking as they cooled, the furnace pilot light hissing faintly, pipes settling.

Then I heard it.

From upstairs. From the master bedroom. Filtering down through the floor.

A breath. Not a sleeping breath. A held breath released slowly, controlled. Then a sound, muffled, small. Rhythmic. A creak of bedsprings, soft, barely there, the sound a mattress makes when someone is moving with purpose and trying to hide it.

I stood in the dark kitchen with a glass of water and listened.

Bridget.

The sound was unmistakable once I let myself hear it. The muffled rhythm. The controlled breathing that was trying very hard to stay controlled. A soft exhale that became a bitten-off moan, caught behind closed lips and swallowed, years of practice at being silent in her own bed.

Three weeks of dosing. Whatever desire she’d been burying under layers and bills and early bedtimes had outgrown her willpower.

I didn’t move.

I stood in the dark living room, hand on the counter, glass of water forgotten, and listened to my godmother get herself off in the room above my head. Her warmth seeped down from the bedroom in waves, her scent intensifying in waves as her pace increased. The house at night held nothing back. No windows open, no cooking to mask anything. Just the dark and the quiet and the sounds she was making above me.

The bedsprings found a faster rhythm. Her breathing broke pattern. A gasp. Then a moan she couldn’t quite suppress, bitten off halfway, a strangled sound that wanted to be loud and was being held to a whisper by long practice.

Then quiet. A single sharp exhale. And after that, a sound I almost didn’t catch.

A quiet sob.

Relief. Years of tension breaking at once, the body not knowing how to process the release except through tears.

She was alone. In a bed she’d shared with Mike and then shared with nobody. In a room at the end of the hallway, twenty feet from a boy she’d raised, and her body had become honest about what she wanted and the honesty had driven her to the dark and the solitude and the sound I was hearing through drywall and years of careful not-acknowledging.

I set the glass down. I went upstairs. I went to my room. I closed the door.

I didn’t touch myself. The image of Bridget alone in her bed, the muffled sounds, the sob at the end, was not arousing in the simple way. It was heavy. It sat in my chest like a fist behind my ribs.

Years of raising Cassie and raising me and paying the bills and pulling her cardigan tighter and going to bed alone in a bed that was too big for one person. And now her body was beyond her restraint and the best she could do was wait until midnight and hope the walls were thick enough.

The walls were not thick enough. Not for me. Not anymore.

I lay in the dark and thought about money. The spiral notebook. $8,500 minus $2,400 minus $1,500. The part of my life I could control with a pencil and a column of figures. Mortgage on schedule. Tuition covered. Furnace on the list for November.

The thing happening upstairs was not math.

Sleep came late. When it came, I dreamed about the kitchen. About coffee. About Bridget’s hand on the table near mine, close enough to feel the warmth without the contact.

Morning came the way mornings did in the Sutton house. In stages. Coffee smell first, then light, then the sound of Bridget’s bare feet on the kitchen tile.

I ran at five-forty-five. Three miles through the neighborhood, the streets still dark, the air cool. Running felt different now: easier, the stamina effect translating to cardio as well as everything else. I was faster than I’d been a month ago. Stronger. The subtle physical changes Lila had mentioned were arriving. Shoulders slightly fuller. Chest slightly broader. The working-class kid’s body building toward a frame that didn’t match eighteen anymore.

I was back and showered by six-thirty. Bridget was in the kitchen.

She had coffee ready. The mug was on the counter, steam rising, the brand I could identify by smell from two rooms away. She was at the stove making eggs, scrambled, her weekday-morning default. Hair clipped up. Layers in place. Everything where it should be.

She looked normal. She looked like every morning since I could remember. The circles under her eyes were slightly darker, maybe, and her movements at the stove were slightly slower, like she was operating on less sleep than usual. But otherwise: normal. Domestic. Holding the shape of an ordinary morning with both hands.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

“Eggs are almost ready.”

“Thanks.”

We said the things we always said. I sat at the table. She brought the eggs. I ate. She sat across from me with her coffee.

Cassie stumbled down at seven-fifteen. One of my old T-shirts hanging to her thighs, half-asleep, auburn hair a disaster, rubbing her eyes. She dropped into her chair with the boneless grace of a teenager who resented the concept of morning.

“Coffee,” she said. Not a request. A survival requirement.

Bridget poured her a cup. Cassie wrapped both hands around it and stared into the middle distance.

“How’d you sleep?” Bridget asked.

“Like a brick,” Cassie said.

I said nothing. The question hadn’t been directed at me, but I felt it land. How did I sleep. Not well. Not at all, for a while. Because at midnight I was standing in the dark kitchen listening to the woman across the table from me discovering that her body’s demands had overwhelmed years of practice at silence.

“I have to go in early today,” Bridget said. “Staff meeting. Can you make sure Cassie gets to class?”

“I have a car, Mom.”

“You have a bicycle and a bus pass.”

“I have artistic freedom and a spirit that cannot be contained by transportation schedules.”

Bridget smiled. A warm one, unguarded, the kind she gave when Cassie caught her off balance. “Get to class, Cass.”

Cassie sipped her coffee and looked at me over the rim. “You look tired.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re never fine when you say you’re fine.” She set the mug down. “Bad dream?”

“Something like that.”

She held my gaze. The bratty sensors were scanning. Then she shrugged and went back to her coffee. “Well, don’t be tired at dinner.” She took another sip. “Also, my figure-drawing professor is unhinged. He wants ‘raw honesty.’ So I drew myself flipping him off.”

Bridget laughed despite herself. Bright and surprised, like Cassie had pulled it out of her before she could stop it.

“Anyway,” Cassie continued, “I’m also making us watch the worst movie I can find. I’ve narrowed it down to three candidates. There’s one about a tornado full of sharks.”

“That’s not a real movie.”

“It has four sequels, Cody. Four. Somebody greenlit this. Multiple times. There’s a franchise built on airborne marine life.”

“What are the other two?”

“One about a robot who falls in love with a toaster, and one that I think is a documentary about competitive cheese rolling, except it might also be a horror movie. The genres were unclear.” She took a sip of coffee. “I’m going with the sharks. Sharks have commitment.”

Bridget laughed. Full and open, the gap between her front teeth showing because she’d forgotten to cover it with her hand. She caught herself laughing and smiled, surprised by it. Mornings after bad nights had a specific quality in the Sutton house: they were either heavy with what hadn’t been said, or they were normal enough to pretend the heavy part never happened. Cassie’s talent was steering toward normal with enough force that nobody could resist the pull.

The kitchen was warm and the eggs were good and the coffee was hot and the fourth chair was empty and the mortgage was getting paid and behind all of it, the thing I’d heard last night was still echoing in the gaps between words.

Bridget left for work at seven-forty-five. She gathered her bag, her keys, her hospital ID. At the door she paused, the way she always paused, looking back at the kitchen like she was checking that the people in it were still there. She kissed the top of Cassie’s head, Cassie swatting at her with a spoon, the ritual protest of a daughter who secretly needed the ritual. She squeezed my shoulder as she passed. Her hand was warm, the grip slightly longer than usual, the fingers pressing into the muscle of my shoulder with a pressure that might have been affection or might have been apology or might have been both.

“Have a good day,” she said. Not to either of us specifically. To the house. To the morning. To whatever she was leaving behind.

Then she was gone. The Honda coughing to life in the driveway, the taillights disappearing around the corner, the sound of the engine fading into the neighborhood noise of garbage trucks and lawn sprinklers.

Cassie watched her go through the kitchen window. Then she looked at me across the table. The sarcasm was gone, replaced by the other Cassie, the observational one, the one who collected data from the household the way scientists collected samples.

“Mom was up late last night,” she said.

“She works a lot.”

“She wasn’t working.” Cassie’s voice was flat. No brat. No sarcasm. Just observation. “I heard her. Through the wall.”

I said nothing.

“I’ve heard her before,” Cassie continued. “Since the drug started. Every few nights. Late. She thinks the house keeps secrets.” She traced a pattern on her coffee mug with one fingertip. “It doesn’t.”

“Cassie.”

“I’m not judging. She’s been alone since Dad died. The compound made it worse. Or better. Depending on perspective.” She looked at me. Hazel-green eyes, sharp, assessing. “She says your name.”

The kitchen went quiet.

“When she’s… in her room. Late. She says your name.” Cassie’s voice was steady, matter-of-fact, delivering information designed to land like a grenade. “Not loud. But the walls are thin. And my ears are good.”

I looked at the table. At my hands. At the empty coffee mug.

“I’m telling you because you should know,” Cassie said. “Because this is happening. All of it. The drug, the program, the money, the fact that we all live in this house and the walls are thin and everybody wants what they want.” She stood. Took her mug to the sink. “I’m going to class. Don’t be weird about it.”

She left. Combat boots on the stairs, each step measured, the rhythm of someone who’d delivered a payload and was retreating to safe distance. Her door opening and closing. The sound of her getting dressed, which involved throwing things at the wall based on the thumps. Cassie’s morning routine was a percussion event: boots hitting the floor, zipper pulled with force, the canvas bag’s strap snapping against the doorframe as she swung it over her shoulder.

I sat at the kitchen table. The eggs were cold. The coffee was cold. The house was still in the way houses are still after someone drops a grenade on the breakfast table and walks out the door.

Bridget said my name. Late at night. Alone in her bed. Through the walls that were too thin for secrets.

The information sat in my chest with its own pulse. Not shocking. I’d heard her. I knew what she did in the dark, had known since the living room late. But hearing it from Cassie, hearing it confirmed, hearing the detail that she said my name while she did it, added a weight to the knowledge that changed its shape.

She didn’t cry out. She didn’t moan. She said my name. Cody. In the dark. Alone.

The kitchen was empty. The eggs were cold on the table. Bridget’s coffee cup was still on the counter, the rim marked with her lipstick, a faint half-moon of color she’d left behind without knowing.

I washed the cup. Dried it. Put it in the cabinet where she always kept it, second shelf, left side, handle facing out. Six years of living in this kitchen had mapped every cup and plate and spoon into muscle memory.

Then I went to the Save-Mart for my shift. Stocked produce and dairy and thought about nothing but the cold precision of inventory: twelve cases of romaine, eighteen of strawberries, the yogurt wall needed rotating. Clean numbers. Concrete tasks. Work that didn’t require me to think about the woman who said my name in the dark or the daughter who heard her say it or the smell of both of them soaked into the walls of a house that was getting smaller every day.

Danny found me in the dairy cooler at lunch, sitting on a milk crate, eating an apple.

“You look like shit,” he said.

“Thanks, Danny.”

“I mean it in a supportive way.” He sat on the crate next to mine. “Girl trouble?”

“Something like that.”

“The solution to girl trouble is always the same. More girls. Can’t have trouble with one girl if you’ve got three.”

I looked at him. He grinned. He had no idea how right he was.

“Eat your apple,” he said. “And stop looking like the dairy cooler killed your dog.”

I ate my apple. The cold air of the cooler settled around me, clinical and clean, and for an hour the world was just shelves and expiration dates and the hum of refrigeration units.


Chapter 13: Heather’s Afternoon

Heather’s first stipend check arrived on a Tuesday.

I knew because she texted me a photo of her bank app at seven in the morning. Just the screen, showing the deposit. $2,500.00. No caption. Then a second text: a string of exclamation points. Then a third: Get over here Thursday. I’m celebrating.

Thursday had become our standing appointment. The gate, the strip of grass, the back door. Bridget at work. Cassie at class. The hours between one and four belonged to the Donovan house now, a parallel routine that ran alongside the Sutton household rhythms like a second heartbeat. I mowed Heather’s lawn on Tuesday mornings the same way I’d mowed it since I was fourteen. Now I also crossed the fence on Thursdays and did things that the neighbors would have opinions about if they could see through walls.

I walked through the gate at one-thirty. The Donovan kitchen was quiet, coffee on the counter, the granite island clean. The living room was where I found her.

She was on the couch in yoga pants and a tank top that was fighting a war it had already lost. The heavy G-cups strained the cotton, the fabric stretched to translucency across her nipples, which were hard, visible, two dark points pressing outward like they were trying to escape. The yoga pants were the gray ones, the ones that clung to every curve from waist to ankle like they’d been spray-painted on. Her bare feet were tucked under her, coral nail polish on the toes, and she was holding her phone with a smile I could see from the doorway.

“Twenty-five hundred,” she said, holding up the screen. “I paid my first medical bill this morning. Online. Clicked a button and watched the number drop.” She set the phone down. “That’s twenty-three thousand five hundred left. Down from twenty-six.” The smile widened, and it wasn’t the flirty smile or the hungry smile. It was the smile of a woman who’d been drowning for three years and had just touched the bottom of the pool and realized she could push off. “Ten more months and I’m clear. No more envelopes I’m afraid to open. No more calls from collection agencies during dinner.”

“That’s good.”

“That’s not good. That’s salvation.” She stood. Walked to me. The yoga pants clung to the curve of her ass, the hourglass waist nipping in above the swell of her hips. Her bare feet padded on the hardwood. Her platinum hair was down, the roots showing at week five, the blonde still bright enough to catch the afternoon light. “I haven’t felt this hopeful since Garrett left, sweetheart. And I want to celebrate.”

She kissed me. Hard. Tongue and teeth and the taste of coffee and lip gloss. Her tits pressed against my chest, warm through the fabric. She ground her hips forward, pressing her pelvis against the bulge in my jeans.

“Come to the bedroom,” she said against my mouth.

I followed her upstairs. The Donovan master bedroom was at the end of the hall, the same position as Bridget’s in the Sutton house, mirror-image layout. King bed, duvet that was probably expensive when Garrett picked it out. A jacuzzi tub in the master bath with jets that hadn’t worked in two years. The room smelled like Heather’s perfume and the warm musk of three weeks on the compound and years of living alone in a house that used to hold a husband.

She turned at the edge of the bed. Looked at me.

“I want to try something,” she said. “Something I haven’t done in a long time.”

“What?”

She turned around. Hooked her thumbs in the yoga pants. Pulled them down to her thighs. The juicy round ass emerged, bare, tanned, round. She bent over the chaise at the foot of the bed. Presented herself. Looked back at me over her shoulder.

“I want you to spank me, sweetheart. Nobody’s touched me like that in years.”

I crossed the room. Put my hand on her ass. The skin was smooth, firm underneath the softness, radiating heat. She shivered.

I spanked her.

Not hard. A firm open-palm strike on the right cheek. The sound cracked through the bedroom. The juicy flesh jiggled from the impact, the pink imprint of my hand appearing on her tanned skin. She moaned.

“Harder.”

I hit harder. Left cheek. The jiggle was more pronounced, the ass rippling, the moan louder. She gripped the chaise with both hands.

“Again.”

Three more. Alternating cheeks. Each one harder than the last. The pink handprints overlapped, turning her ass rosy, the skin flushed hot under my palm. She was pushing back into each strike, chasing the contact, her moans escalating from controlled to open.

“God. I forgot how much I needed that.” She stood. Turned. Pulled the tank top over her head. Her tits swung free, bouncing once, twice, the pink-platinum nipples hard and pointing at me. She was naked from the waist up, yoga pants bunched at her thighs, ass still glowing pink.

“Sit on the bed,” she said.

I sat. She pushed the yoga pants the rest of the way down and kicked them aside. Naked. Full frontal. The body she maintained for a man who never looked, offered to a man who couldn’t look away.

She dropped to the floor at the foot of the bed. Positioned herself between my knees. But instead of reaching for my cock, she lifted her feet.

“I used to do this,” she said. Her feet were manicured, coral-pink toenails, smooth soles, high arches. She placed them on my thighs, either side of my cock, which was straining upward through my unbuttoned jeans. “Before Garrett stopped caring about anything below my neck.”

She wrapped her feet around my shaft. The arches pressed against either side, the soles warm and smooth, the coral-painted toes curling around the tip. She stroked. Slow, steady, her feet working in tandem, the arches sliding root to tip, the soft skin of her soles creating a channel that was different from hands: warmer, silkier, the pressure distributed differently, the texture of her smooth skin against the sensitive underside of my cock making my breath hitch.

The sensation was unexpected. The texture of her soles, lotioned and soft, against the sensitive skin of my cock, the pressure of her high arches squeezing from both sides, the sight of those coral-painted toes curling around the head, gripping the ridge, the nails catching the bedroom light. She watched my face while she worked, green-hazel eyes locked on mine, a small satisfied smile playing at her filled lips. Her heavy tits hung between her knees as she concentrated, the nipples hard, swaying with each pump of her legs.

“Does that feel good?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” She increased the tempo. Her arches squeezed tighter, her toes gripping the ridge, sliding through the pre-cum that was leaking steadily. The slickness made the motion smoother, the sensation sharper, the visual more explicit: my cock glistening between her feet, the tip appearing and disappearing between her toes with each stroke, the coral nail polish framing the head every time it emerged. She used her big toes to massage the underside of the head, pressing into the sensitive spot where the shaft met the glans, and the bolt of sensation made my stomach clench.

“Nobody’s let me do this since Garrett,” she said. Her voice was low, conversational, like she was sharing a secret over coffee instead of working my cock with her feet. “Garrett said it was weird. Said feet were gross. Said a lot of things that were basically code for ‘I don’t want to try anything that requires effort.’” She squeezed tighter. Twisted her feet in opposite directions on the upstroke, a corkscrewing motion that made my breath catch, the slick soles rotating against the shaft in a way that no hand could replicate. “Garrett said a lot of stupid things. I’m done listening to Garrett’s opinions.”

She pumped faster, the rhythm building, my hands gripping the edge of the mattress. Her feet were slick with pre-cum now, each stroke producing a wet, obscene sound, her toes curling and uncurling around the head, the visual of those coral-painted nails gripping my cock enough to make my vision narrow. Then she slowed. Stopped. Withdrew her feet and looked at me with an expression that said the preview was over. She crawled onto the bed, the massive tits swaying as she moved on all fours, the visual of her approaching on hands and knees enough to make my cock pulse. Pushed me flat. Knelt between my legs.

“Now I want to do this properly.”

She took me in her mouth. No teasing. Deep, immediately. Her throat opened and she swallowed my cock to the root, her nose pressing against my stomach, her lips stretched wide around the base, her hands flat on my thighs. She held it there, the muscles of her throat working, contracting around the head in rhythmic squeezes, her chin tucked, eyes watering. She gagged once, a wet, choking sound, pulled back half an inch, adjusted her angle by tilting her head, and took me again. Deeper. Her throat bulged slightly with the intrusion. The muscles contracted around the head of my cock and the sensation was sharp enough to make my vision blur.

She pulled back, gasping. A thick string of spit connected her filled lips to the tip, stretching, glistening in the bedroom light. Mascara was starting to run under her left eye, a dark smear on her tanned skin. Her eyes were watering, her chest heaving, and the look on her face was pure hunger.

“I love the taste of you,” she said. Raw. Unfiltered. She licked the spit from her lips, catching the string, pulling it back into her mouth. Then she went back down.

She deepthroated me with a rhythm that was aggressive and intentional, lips sealed tight, tongue working the underside in long strokes, her hands wrapped around the base, twisting in counterpoint to her mouth. The massive tits swayed with each bob, hanging heavy, the nipples dragging against my thighs. She moaned around my cock, the vibration traveling through the shaft, a hum that resonated in my pelvis, and the sound she made was greedy and grateful. She pulled back to the tip, swirled her tongue around the head three times, collecting the pre-cum, and plunged back down to the root, her throat opening on command, taking every inch. Spit ran down her chin in thick rivulets, dripping onto her massive tits, making the pink-platinum nipples glisten.

She pulled off. Wrapped her tits around me. The paizuri, her signature. Both hands pressing her heavy tits together, my cock sliding through the channel of warm, soft flesh, slick now with her spit and my pre-cum. She spit on the tip, a thick glob that ran down between her breasts, slicking the channel. Her tongue flicked the head on every upstroke, the wet flat of it catching the ridge, lapping at the slit.

“God, what would happen if you came inside me, sweetheart.”

The words landed like a detonation. She said them casually, conversationally, while her tits worked my cock. But there was nothing casual about the look in her eyes.

“Can you imagine?” She squeezed tighter. Stroked faster. “Just pumped me full and let nature take its course.”

Something dropped in my stomach. A hook catching. She’d said it the way someone mentions dinner plans, but the words hit a nerve I didn’t know I had.

“The trial doesn’t use condoms,” she continued. Her voice was thick, raspy. “That’s the whole point. That’s what the drug is for. Enhancing fertility. Making it take.”

She released her tits and took me back in her mouth. Deepthroat. All the way. The mascara was fully running now, dark streaks under her eyes, and she didn’t care. She sucked with desperate hunger, the mask of composure gone, nothing left but need.

I came. She didn’t pull off. She sealed her lips tight around the shaft and swallowed. The first pulse hit the back of her throat and she took it, her eyes on mine, throat working, the muscles visibly contracting. The second pulse, thicker, filling her mouth, and she swallowed again, a slow, audible gulp, her nostrils flaring as she breathed through her nose. The third, the fourth, the enhanced volume overwhelming her, a thin line of cum escaping the corner of her mouth and running down her chin despite her efforts. She kept swallowing, kept drinking, her throat working in rhythmic contractions, milking every drop from me with her mouth and her fist at the base. When the last pulse faded, she held me in her mouth for a long moment, her tongue circling the head, cleaning it, savoring it. She pulled back slowly, her lips dragging along the shaft, releasing the tip with a wet pop. Licked her lips. A thick streak of cum at the corner of her mouth that she caught with her thumb and put back in, sucking the finger clean.

“Next time,” she said. She climbed up onto the bed. Lay on Garrett’s side. His pillow under her head. “Next time I want you inside me. No condom. Raw. That’s what the trial is for.” She traced a circle on the duvet with her fingertip, casual, unhurried, already mapping the next phase of a plan she’d committed to. “The protocol says raw. Lila says raw. The consent form says raw. The whole program is built around the idea that barriers defeat the purpose.”

She looked at me. The playfulness in her eyes was real, but so was the thing behind it. The thing that had nothing to do with clinical trials or consent forms or dosing schedules.

“And I haven’t felt a man inside me without a condom since I was trying to get pregnant with Lila. Twenty-three years old. Garrett and I were young and stupid and in love and I remember thinking: this is what it’s supposed to feel like. Skin on skin. Nothing between you.”

She rolled toward me. Put her hand on my chest.

“Next time I want you to put it inside me and not pull out. I want to feel you fill me up. I want to feel every drop. And I want to see what happens when the drug and your ninety-ninth percentile sperm count meet my ovulation cycle.”

Her green eyes were serious. The playfulness was still there at the edges, but behind it was a hunger that had nothing to do with dirty talk.

“Next time I want you to breed me, sweetheart.”

She said it simply. Like a fact. Like something she’d decided and was informing me of.

“I want you to breed me.”

I looked at her. Forty-four years old. Massive tits pressed against my arm. Filled lips still wet. Lying on her absent husband’s pillow, asking the eighteen-year-old next-door neighbor to put a baby in her.

“Okay,” I said.

She smiled. Kissed my cheek. “Okay.”

The compound’s refractory window was shrinking. I was half-hard again already, and she noticed, her hand drifting down my chest toward my stomach.

“Not today,” she said. “Today was the preview.” She sat up. Her tits swayed with the motion.

She was quiet for a moment. Looking at the empty nightstand on Garrett’s side. The dust on the alarm clock.

“He called last week,” she said. “First time in three months. He wanted to know if I’d filed the insurance claim for the fence. Not how I was doing. Not how the house was. The fence.” She laughed, but the sound had nothing funny in it. “Twenty-two years of marriage and the last conversation we had was about property maintenance.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m not.” She looked at me. The hunger was still there, but exhaustion had surfaced alongside it. Real, unguarded exhaustion. “I was lonely before I was angry, Cody. The anger was easier. You can cook dinner while you’re angry. You can pay bills while you’re angry. You can’t do any of that while you’re lonely. Lonely stops you.”

She reached over and straightened the collar of my shirt. An automatic gesture, the kind a woman does without thinking. Then she caught herself doing it and smiled.

“You don’t just make me feel wanted. You make me feel like a person again. Not a wife managing a house her husband abandoned. A person.” She patted my chest. “Now go home. Let me lie here on his side of the bed and think about what we’re going to do.”

I went home through the gate. Into the Sutton kitchen, which smelled like coffee and Bridget’s afternoon routine. She was at the kitchen table with her laptop, hospital billing spreadsheets open. She looked up when I came in.

She didn’t say anything about where I’d been. She didn’t need to. Her stirring hand paused on the spoon for a beat, her jaw tightening as the air told her what I wouldn’t, and she went back to the spreadsheet with the precise, controlled focus of a woman choosing not to ask a question she already knew the answer to.

But her hand moved from the laptop to the table. Palm flat, near the edge, near where I was standing. Not reaching for me. Just closer. The gesture said more than the conversation she wasn’t starting.

“Dinner at six?” I asked.

“Six-thirty. I’m running behind.” She looked up then. Her eyes held mine for a beat longer than the sentence required. “Sit with me while I finish this?”

I sat. She went back to her billing numbers. I watched her work and thought about the two kitchens I’d been in today, separated by a fence and a strip of grass, and how different the same meal prep looked on either side.


Chapter 14: Monday Morning

Monday morning. Cassie left for class at eight-fifteen, combat boots untied, canvas bag over her shoulder, a piece of toast in her mouth. She paused at the door, turned back, and pointed at Bridget with the toast.

“I’ll be at the studio until four. Kiln work.” She bit the toast. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“What wouldn’t you do?” I asked.

“I’m still working on that list. It’s getting shorter.” She saluted with the toast and was gone. The front door banged. Her bike chain rattled on the porch railing. Then the street noise swallowed her and it was just Bridget and me.

The kitchen smelled like coffee and the last traces of toast and the deep, persistent scent of Bridget that had been getting louder every day. Four weeks on the drug. The pheromone field in the house was a permanent feature now, thick as weather, impossible to ignore with the receptors the drug had given me. Some mornings I walked into the kitchen and the accumulated scent of Bridget’s skin, her shampoo, her sleep, the residual warmth of every night she’d spent alone in the bed above my head, hit me so hard I had to stand still for a moment and let it settle.

Bridget was at the counter. She’d poured two cups of coffee, mine already made, steam rising from the black surface. She knew I drank it black. She’d known since my first morning in the house. She knew how much cream went in hers, she knew that Cassie would drink orange juice until the end of time, and she knew that the coffee maker needed exactly four scoops for two cups and five for three. She knew every measurement in this kitchen by feel, the way musicians know scales: from repetition so deep it had become instinct.

She was in her robe, the old terrycloth. No cardigan this morning. I’d noticed that the cardigan was showing up less often. The layers were thinning. The robe was tied with a single knot instead of the double-loop she’d used for years. The neckline gaped slightly, showing the slope of her neck and the upper curve of her chest, the full shape beneath the fabric more visible without the extra layer.

She was looking at me the way she’d looked at me during the body-composition photos. Not directly. Not fully. She’d stopped trying to keep me in peripheral vision and had allowed herself to look almost straight on.

“More coffee?” she asked.

“I’m good.”

She set her cup down. Stood at the counter across from me. The kitchen was narrow. We were three feet apart. Close enough that the air between us felt charged. Coffee on her breath, the lotion she applied every morning, the sleep still clinging to her robe, and woven through all of it, the amplified honesty of her body, a low, persistent charge that registered in the back of my throat.

She was aroused. At eight-thirty in the morning. In her own kitchen. Looking at me.

“Cody.”

“Yeah?”

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Looked at the coffee cup. Picked it up. Set it down again.

“I’ve been thinking about something,” she said. Her voice was careful. The voice of a woman choosing each word the way a surgeon chooses instruments. “About the program. About what it’s doing to me.”

“What’s it doing?”

“It’s making me honest,” she said. “The drug. It’s making me honest about things I’ve been dishonest about for a long time.” She paused. Breathed. The robe shifted with the breath, the neckline gaping and closing, the fabric moving over the generous shape beneath it like water over stone. “I’ve been telling myself that the program is about the money. The mortgage. The bills. The practical reasons. And it is about those things. But that’s not all of it. That’s not even the biggest part of it.”

She looked at me then. Fully. The careful avoidance she’d maintained for weeks, the rationed glances, the guarded eye contact, fell away like the cardigan she wasn’t wearing. She looked at me. No rationing. No quick glance cut short. Full, steady, unflinching. Done pretending.

The kitchen was quiet. The fridge hummed. Morning light came through the window over the sink, golden, catching the auburn highlights in her hair, catching the silver at her temples, catching the flush spreading along her throat.

She crossed to me.

Two steps. She was standing in front of me at the counter, close enough that her robe brushed my shirt. I could see the pulse in her throat. I could see the flush climbing from her chest to her neck. I could see her hands trembling at her sides.

She kissed me.

Not the way a godmother kisses a godson. Not on the forehead. Not on the cheek. She put her mouth on mine, and the kiss was slow and searching and tasted like coffee and cream and nine years of restraint dissolving.

She pulled back. Looked at me. Her brown eyes were wide and wet and terrified and certain at the same time.

She kissed me again. Harder. Her hands came up to my face, palms on my jaw, fingers in my hair. The kiss deepened. Her tongue found mine. She tasted like home, like sweetness, and she kissed like a woman who’d forgotten how and was remembering with every second, the muscle memory surfacing from wherever she’d buried it when Mike died.

I kissed her back. My hands went to her waist. The robe was thin between us. I could feel the heat of her body through the thin fabric, the curve of her hips under my palms, the softness of her belly against my stomach.

She moaned. Small. Quiet. The sound went into my mouth and I swallowed it.

She pulled back again. Forehead against my chin. Her breathing was ragged. Her hands went from my face to my chest and then, slowly, one of them slid down.

Over my shirt. Over my belt. Over the front of my jeans, where my cock was straining against the denim, hard and insistent.

Her hand settled over the bulge. She pressed. Felt the heat and the hardness through the fabric. A sharp inhale through her nose.

“I haven’t touched a man since Mike,” she said. Against my chest. Not looking at me. “Since before he died, actually, because he was sick for a month before the fall and we hadn’t…”

She stopped. Breathed. Her hand pressed harder.

“Cody, I need…”

She didn’t finish the sentence. She unbuttoned my jeans. Unzipped them. Her hand went inside.

Her fingers closed around my cock. Warm, soft, careful. She held it carefully, reverently, like a woman remembering what this felt like after years of forgetting. She stroked once, slow, root to tip. Then again. Finding the rhythm. Learning the weight and heat of it in her hand.

“Oh god,” she whispered. Her forehead was still against my chest. Not looking. Not ready to look at what she was doing. “Oh god, Cody.”

She stroked faster. Both hands now, one on the shaft, her thumb circling the head on every upstroke, collecting the pre-cum and spreading it down, the other cupping beneath, her palm warm against my balls, fingers kneading with the same gentle thoroughness she brought to everything. Her robe had loosened during the kiss, the single knot failing, and the neckline fell open, and I could see the tops of her heavy breasts, the dark rose nipples pressing against the terrycloth, the fabric pulling away to show the full inner curve of her left breast, the heavy flesh straining against the remaining fabric.

Her forehead lifted from my chest. She looked up at me. Her eyes were wet. Not crying. Overwhelmed. Years of holding everything together, and she was choosing, in this kitchen, at this counter, to let one piece go.

“I want to see it,” she said. Quiet. Trembling. “I want to see what happens.”

She stroked. Faster. Confident now, her hand moving with purpose, finding a rhythm that was instinctive, the muscle memory of a married woman surfacing from nine years of disuse. Her grip tightened on the upstroke, her thumb catching the pre-cum and spreading it down the shaft, making each stroke slicker than the last. The wet sound of her hand working me filled the kitchen, a sound neither of us had expected in this room, mixing with her ragged breathing and the ticking clock. She twisted her wrist at the top of each stroke, a subtle rotation that caught the sensitive ridge, and my hips pushed forward involuntarily.

“That’s it,” she whispered. Not dirty talk. Encouragement. The voice of a woman discovering that her hands remembered how to do this, that her body remembered what it felt like to hold a man and bring him to the edge. “That’s it, Cody.”

I was close. Every stroke landed with amplified intensity, the sensation doubling back on itself. Her hands were warm and soft and familiar, the same hands that made my eggs and held me in the kitchen when Mike died, and now they were wrapped around my cock, slick with pre-cum, stroking with increasing confidence, and her eyes were locked on mine and she was giving me what she hadn’t given anyone since Mike.

“Bridget.”

“I know,” she said. “I know. Let me.”

She pulled her robe open. Deliberately. The belt fell away and the robe parted and her body was there, the full heavy breasts, the dark rose nipples, the soft belly with the silver stretch marks, the wide hips. She guided my cock toward her stomach.

“Here,” she said. “On me.”

I came.

The first rope hit the soft skin below her breasts, thick and white against the pale freckled flesh. She gasped. Another rope across her stomach, pooling in the hollow above her belly button. Another, lower, running toward the waistband of her panties. The enhanced volume covered her, more than she expected, more than either of us expected, and she looked down at it with her lips parted and her eyes wide and her hands still wrapped loosely around the base of my cock.

She didn’t wipe it off.

She stood there. In the morning kitchen light. Her robe open, her body exposed, my cum streaking her stomach and the undersides of her breasts. She looked down at it. Then she looked at me.

Her breath caught. A sound between a gasp and a sob.

“Thank you, Cody.”

She said it quietly. The tremor in my name again, the one that carried everything, years of loneliness and a decision she’d been avoiding since the compound made the avoiding impossible.

Her hand came up and touched the cum on her belly. Traced it with one fingertip. Felt the warmth of it on her skin, the tangible proof of what had just happened between us in this kitchen, in this house, in this life she’d been living alone for five years. She looked down at the streak on her stomach. The white against the pale freckled skin. Her hand resting on the stretch marks she used to hide. Her jaw softened. Not shame. Not regret. Recognition. Like she was seeing herself for the first time in years.

She stood like that for a long moment. The morning light through the window caught the auburn in her hair and turned the stretch marks silver and made the cum on her skin glow, and she didn’t cover herself, and she didn’t apologize, and she didn’t rush.

Then she pulled the robe closed. Tied it. Not the tight double-knot. The single knot. Loose. The new default.

She went to the sink. Washed her hands. Washed her belly with a damp cloth, efficiently, the way she cleaned everything, but she took her time, and there was a tenderness in the gesture that wasn’t just hygiene.

She made fresh coffee. Poured two cups. Set mine on the counter. Sat across from me at the table. Her hands wrapped around her mug, the steam rising between us.

Neither of us mentioned what had just happened. The silence was comfortable. Familiar the way the kitchen was familiar, the way Bridget’s presence had always been. Except now the closeness had a different frequency. A different charge. Two people who’d crossed a line together and were sitting on the other side of it, and the other side looked a lot like the kitchen they’d always shared, except better.

She sipped her coffee. I sipped mine.

“The mortgage will be current next month,” I said.

“I know.” She set her cup down. Looked at me across the table. The flush was fading, but her eyes were still bright, still wet at the edges. “You’re saving us, Cody.”

“We’re saving each other.”

She reached across the table. Not touching my hand. Resting her fingers on the table near mine, close enough that I could feel the heat of her skin without contact. The same gesture from last week. The same warmth. But after what had just happened at the counter, the proximity meant something new.

Her fingers found mine. Covered them. Squeezed once.

She didn’t let go for a long time.

We sat like that for a long time. The kitchen clock ticked. The coffee cooled. Two people in a kitchen, holding hands across a table.

“I should start laundry,” she said eventually. The caretaker, resurfacing. Reassembling. But her fingers stayed in mine.

“It can wait.”

“It can.” She smiled. Small. Private. Years of telling herself everything could wait, and she’d finally decided that one thing couldn’t.

When Cassie came home that afternoon, the kitchen smelled like coffee and dish soap and the ghosts of things that had been cleaned. Bridget had wiped the counters twice. She’d also changed her robe and started a load of laundry that included the kitchen towel she’d cleaned herself with. Bridget was thorough.

Cassie paused in the doorway. Kicked off her boots. Dropped her canvas bag. Sniffed once, nostrils flaring. You could wipe counters. You couldn’t wipe what had happened.

“You two were weird again, weren’t you,” she said.

“We had coffee,” Bridget said. She was at the stove, ostensibly preparing dinner, the domestic performance at maximum capacity.

“Coffee. Right.” Cassie opened the fridge. Took out the orange juice. Poured a glass. “Just so you know, Mom, your robe is tied differently than it was this morning.”

Bridget looked down. The single knot. The loose knot. The new knot. She pulled it tighter without a word, her cheeks going pink.

“Also,” Cassie said, taking a sip, “you look happy. Which is suspicious.”

“I’m not allowed to be happy?”

“You’re always allowed to be happy. You’re just usually the version of happy that involves organizing the pantry. This is a different version.” She took her orange juice upstairs. At the door to her room, she looked back at me across the hallway.

“You’re welcome,” she mouthed. And winked.

I didn’t know what that meant. Not fully. But Cassie had been watching Bridget’s face over dinner for nineteen years, and she’d noticed the new robe knot, and she’d noticed the coffee, and she’d delivered her “you’re welcome” like an architect admiring a floor plan.


Chapter 15: After Dinner

She pulled me into her room after dinner on a Wednesday.

Dinner had been Bridget’s chicken-and-rice, the good version with the lemon and the herbs from the windowsill pot that she tended with the same quiet devotion she brought to everything. Cassie had eaten two helpings, which she’d announced was “a statement about the quality of the food and not to be taken as emotional vulnerability.” Bridget had smiled. I’d cleared the table, taken out the trash, made coffee. The domestic routine, reliable as weather.

Cassie had been watching me all through dinner. Not obviously. She was too good for obvious. But I’d caught the flickers. The way her hazel-green eyes tracked me across the table when I reached for the salt. The way she’d gone quiet during the meal, which was Cassie’s version of being loud, because Cassie’s silence was always louder than her sarcasm. Something was building behind the sarcasm. I could feel it the way the compound let me feel everything now, a shift in the pheromone field, a sharpening of her scent, a restlessness that hadn’t been there at breakfast.

Bridget was downstairs loading the dishwasher. The sound of plates and running water and the hum of a nineties song drifted up through the floor, soft and domestic, the background music of the Sutton household. Cassie caught my arm in the hallway. Her fingers on my wrist, grip surprisingly strong for someone who weighed a hundred and ten pounds. She yanked me through her doorway with the subtlety of someone pulling a fire alarm.

“Get in here.”

The room was the usual chaos: canvases stacked against the wall, paint tubes in various stages of use scattered on the desk, clothes on the floor in piles that might have been organized by some system only Cassie understood. She’d pinned a new sketch to the wall above her bed, something abstract and angry, all red lines slashing across white paper like wounds. The desk lamp was on, throwing warm light across the mess. Her bed was unmade, the quilt Bridget had made her bunched at the foot.

She closed the door. Locked it. The click of the lock was pointed. She turned to me.

“I want to kiss you,” she said. “On the other lips.”

I looked at her.

“Don’t look at me like that. You know what I mean.” She crossed her arms under her small tits, the nipples hard and visible through her sweater, two pink points pressing against the thin cotton. “You went down on Heather last week. Don’t deny it. I could smell it on your face when you came home. My nose is as good as yours now, and your face smelled like another woman’s pussy, and that woman was not me.”

“You haven’t asked.”

“I’m asking.” She uncrossed her arms. “I’m asking right now. And if you say ‘tomorrow’ again, I’m going to throw something at you. Something heavy. And sharp.” She pulled the sweater off. One motion, over her head, tossed on the floor with the carelessness of someone stripping for combat, not seduction. Small firm B-cups, high and pert on her chest, the pink nipples tight and hard and responsive, pebbled from the air or the drug or the proximity. Her ribs showed faintly beneath the skin, the delicate architecture of a body that was more angular than curved. The stick-and-poke moon on her inner wrist caught the lamp light, the homemade tattoo her friend had given her at sixteen, the crescent slightly uneven, charming in its imperfection. She undid the button on her shorts with one hand, let them fall. Black cotton panties, the same plain ones from the art-photo session, the same panties she’d pulled aside two weeks ago while my cum dried on her stomach.

She pulled those off too. Stepped out of them. Stood naked in the lamp light. Five-four, a hundred and ten pounds, the petite body that made her look younger than nineteen until you looked at her face and saw the challenge written there, the sharp eyes and the jaw set in a way that said she’d decided what she wanted and was done waiting for permission.

Auburn hair to her shoulders, messy. Pierced eyebrow. Paint-stained fingers at her sides. The thigh-gap visible, the strip of auburn hair between her legs, the pink of her pussy already glistening.

“Well?” she said. The bratty challenge. Arms at her sides. Legs slightly parted. Chin up.

I closed the distance. Kissed her. She kissed back, her small body pressing against mine, her hard nipples dragging across my shirt. She bit my lower lip. Not gently.

“On the bed,” she said. She climbed onto the mattress, lay back against the pillow, and spread her legs. “Earn it.”

I knelt on the bed between her thighs. The scent of her arousal hit me from inches away, sharp and sweet and vivid, her wetness registering as something I could taste on the air before my mouth touched her.

She was wet. Soaked. The inner lips swollen and flushed pink, glistening in the warm light. The drug turning every signal up to ten, her body broadcasting what her mouth hadn’t said yet.

I put my mouth on her.

She gasped. Her hands went to my hair immediately, fingers gripping, nails scraping my scalp. Her thighs twitched, the slim muscles tensing against my ears.

I licked her in a slow circle around her clit, learning the terrain. She was small here too, everything tight and proportionate to her petite frame, the clit a hard pearl under my tongue, the inner lips delicate, flushed pink, parting under the pressure of my mouth. She tasted sharp and sweet and bright, PROCREON-9 amplifying the flavor into something primal that coated my tongue and made me want more.

I flattened my tongue and licked a wide stripe from her entrance to her clit, slow, thorough, tasting every inch of her pussy, dragging through the wetness that was already coating my chin. She jolted. Her hips bucked off the mattress. I pressed her back down with one hand flat on her lower belly, pinning her, feeling the hard flutter of her pulse beneath my palm.

“Oh fuck. Oh, that’s…”

She lost the bratty register in under thirty seconds. Not a record. But close. The sarcasm evaporated. What replaced it was honest, raw, the sounds of a nineteen-year-old whose body was being handled with intent, the drug sharpening my instincts, every reaction she gave me a signal I could read.

I circled her clit. Faster. Alternated between tight circles with the tip of my tongue and flat, heavy strokes with the whole surface, mixing the patterns so she couldn’t predict the next sensation. She pulled my hair. Her hips rolled against my face, grinding, her pussy pressing against my mouth, seeking the contact with a desperation that surprised both of us. I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked, gentle at first, then harder, and the sound she made was guttural and nothing like words.

I slid two fingers inside her. She was tight, tighter than Heather, the walls gripping my fingers in immediate spasms, clenching down, hot and slick and silky. I curled upward, found the spot, the textured patch of nerves, and pressed and stroked in a come-hither motion while my tongue worked her clit in rapid circles. Her wetness ran down my hand, pooling in my palm, dripping onto the sheets.

“Don’t stop. Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t…”

She came. Hard. Thighs clamping against my ears, slim legs shaking, her back arching off the bed. Her hands in my hair went from gripping to pulling to holding on like she was afraid she’d float away. Her pussy clamped down on my fingers in rhythmic pulses, each one squeezing tighter than the last, the muscles fluttering. The sound she made was nothing like the girl who’d dared me to kneel. It was raw and real and high-pitched and it cracked in the middle like something breaking. Her wetness flooded my mouth, running down my chin, and I drank it, lapping at her through the tremors.

I licked her through it. Slower. Gentler. Her thighs trembled. Her hips twitched with aftershocks, each one drawing a small whimper from her throat. She pushed at my head weakly, then pulled me back in, then pushed again.

“Stop. Too much. No, wait, one more, just…” She came again. Smaller, sharper, a second orgasm riding the tail of the first, her clit pulsing against my tongue, her pussy clenching around my fingers one final time. Her whole body went rigid, then limp.

She lay on the bed, panting. Hair spread on the pillow. Small tits rising and falling with each breath. Wetness on her thighs, on my chin, on the sheets. Her face was flushed, every wall she’d built stripped to the foundation. What was there instead was the unguarded version, the one I’d seen in my doorway during the CD excuse. Honest. Vulnerable. Nineteen.

I reached for her hand.

“No,” she said. She was looking at the ceiling. “No, you don’t get to be sweet right now. I need a second.”

I waited. She breathed. Her heartbeat was visible in the pulse at her throat, rapid, slowing.

She sat up on her elbows. Looked at me between her spread legs. The smirk crept back, one corner of her mouth at a time.

“Okay,” she said. “That was. Yeah.”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t be smug.” She reached for my jeans. “Your turn.”

I caught her wrist. Her paint-stained fingers closed around nothing. “Tomorrow.”

She stared at me. The smirk, still forming, froze mid-construction. Her eyebrows went up. The one with the silver ring, which caught the lamplight and made her look like a very confused pirate.

“Excuse me?”

“Tomorrow.” I let go of her wrist. Sat back. “When I come back tomorrow, you don’t get to tease me.”

The words landed. She processed them. I could see the computation happening behind her hazel-green eyes, the rapid recalculation of a girl who was used to running every interaction and had just been outmaneuvered. Her eyes narrowed, then widened, then narrowed again.

“You’re telling me no?” she said. The bratty outrage was rebuilding fast, the bricks stacking, but through the scaffolding I could see it: she was impressed. And the want was intensifying because it had been denied.

“I’m telling you tomorrow.”

“You just made me come twice. With your face. On my bed. And now you’re leaving.”

“Yep.”

“That’s…” She searched for the word. The bratty vocabulary, usually instantaneous, was failing her. “That’s psychotic. That’s clinically, diagnostically, certifiably psychotic.”

“Maybe.”

She glared. Then she grinned. The grin was sharp and genuine and slightly feral, all teeth and challenge and barely contained hunger.

“Fine,” she said. “But tomorrow you don’t get to tease me. Tomorrow I’m taking what I want. And if you try to be a gentleman about it, I will bite you.”

“Noted.”

I stood. Adjusted my jeans. My cock was aching, hard enough to hurt, the drug and the taste of her and the sound of her orgasms all demanding attention I wasn’t going to give them. Taking control. Making her wait. Making me wait. The dominance was new, something the drug had built alongside the physical changes, and Cassie’s reaction told me it was working.

She wanted to be told no. She wanted the challenge. She wanted someone strong enough to make her wait and confident enough to make her beg.

I opened her door. Stepped into the hallway.

Bridget was coming out of the bathroom. Her usual layers, hair damp from a shower. She looked at me. Looked at Cassie’s door, still open, Cassie visible on the bed with the sheets pulled over her naked body.

Bridget’s eyes went to my mouth. Still wet.

The moment held. Two seconds. Three. Bridget’s face was a closed book, but her eyes were doing math I could see. She said nothing.

She walked down the hallway to the master bedroom. Her door closed.

Cassie’s voice from behind me, loud enough to carry: “She knows.”

I looked back at Cassie. She was sitting up in bed, sheets at her waist, small tits bare, looking at me with those sharp hazel-green eyes.

“She knows about all of it,” Cassie said. “She’s not stupid. She knew when I walked past her in the hallway smelling like your deodorant. She knew when you came home from Heather’s with your face looking like that.” She pulled the sheet higher. “And she knows about the kitchen. I know about the kitchen too.”

“Cassie.”

“I’m just saying. The walls are thin. The noses are good. And we’re all on the same drug.” She lay back down. Pulled the sheet over her head. “Tomorrow, Cody. I mean it.”

I went to my room. Closed the door. Stood in the dark for a moment before turning on the light.

The spiral notebook was on the nightstand where I always left it. I sat on the bed, opened it, and wrote the numbers. The mortgage arrears would be cleared with next week’s payment. One more deposit and we’d be current for the first time in four months. Cassie’s tuition deposit was confirmed. The bursar’s office had emailed her the receipt. Heather’s medical debt was down to twenty-one thousand.

Below the numbers, income minus expenses. Balance forward. Clean arithmetic. The pencil moved in straight lines, which was more than anything else in this house did.

I closed the notebook. Turned off the light.

Through the wall, Cassie was humming something. Not a song I recognized. Something she was making up as she went.


Chapter 16: Heather’s Kitchen Table

Thursday afternoon. Five weeks on the compound.

I walked through the gate knowing what was going to happen. Heather had texted that morning: Today, sweetheart. Come at two. Wear something I can take off you fast.

I’d been carrying that text in my chest since seven-thirty when it lit up my phone at the breakfast table. Bridget was making eggs across the kitchen, humming, her robe tied with the single knot that had become her default. Cassie was stealing my hoodie, the gray one with the Save-Mart logo on the pocket, pulling it over her sweater without asking because asking would acknowledge that she wanted my clothes and acknowledging want was not part of the Cassie operating system.

“That’s mine,” I said.

“It fits me better.” She zipped it up. It swallowed her. “See? Fashion.”

Bridget smiled at the stove. Cassie saluted and headed for the door, canvas bag over one shoulder, boots unlaced as always.

“Don’t forget your studio key,” Bridget called.

“Already forgot it. Already going back. Already annoyed about it.” The front door opened and closed. Opened again. A brief rattling sound. Closed again. Cassie’s version of a morning routine.

Normal. Domestic. The last normal morning for a while.

At one-thirty I showered. At one-forty-five I pulled on jeans and a T-shirt. At one-fifty-five I stood at the back door of the Sutton house and looked across the strip of grass at the Donovan back door, which was standing open, and I breathed in through the enhanced receptors and smelled what was waiting for me.

I could smell her from twenty feet away. Vanilla perfume and her arousal, richer, warmer, drifting through the open door. Her body broadcasting what her text had already said.

The walk across the grass took ten seconds. Ten seconds from one house to another. From the kitchen where Bridget made coffee and Cassie ate cereal and the fourth chair sat empty, to the kitchen where Heather Donovan had been sleeping alone and was done sleeping alone.

Inside, the kitchen was a wall of heat. Vanilla candles, dark roast coffee, and cutting through both, concentrated heat, Heather’s arousal thick enough to taste, waiting since Thursday.

She was leaning against the granite island. The kitchen island. The surface was cold granite, clean, polished. She was wearing a silk robe, white, untied, hanging open. Nothing underneath. Her G-cups were free, heavy and full, swaying slightly as she shifted her weight. Pink-platinum nipples hard, pointing at me. The juicy round ass pressed against the granite behind her. Bare feet on the tile. Platinum hair loose. Green-hazel eyes locked on mine.

“Close the door,” she said. “Lock it.”

I closed it. Locked it. The sound of the deadbolt sliding home was loud in the quiet kitchen.

“The trial doesn’t use condoms,” she said. Her voice was low and thick and nothing like conversational. “The protocol is raw. That’s the point. The drug enhances fertility. The program facilitates conception.” She pushed off the island. Walked toward me. The massive tits swayed with each step, the nipples hard, the silk robe trailing behind her like wings. “I’ve been on the drug for three weeks. My fertility markers are through the roof. Lila told me my last cycle was textbook.” She stopped in front of me. Put her hand flat on my chest. “And I haven’t had a man inside me since Garrett stopped coming home.”

She kissed me. Hard. Tongue and teeth, the taste of coffee and want. She pulled back and turned around.

She bent over the kitchen island.

The granite was cold against her skin. I could see the goosebumps rise on her stomach, her chest, her tits pressing flat against the stone surface, the nipples hard against the cold stone. She spread her legs. Her ass presented, round and tanned, framed by the white silk robe pooled at her elbows. Her pussy was soaked, glistening, the inner lips swollen and flushed pink.

She looked back at me over her shoulder. Platinum hair falling across the granite. Green-hazel eyes dark with want.

“Put it in me,” she said. “Raw. That’s what the trial is for.”

I undid my belt. Pushed my jeans down. My cock was rock-hard, straining upward, the persistent arousal at maximum deployment. I stepped behind her. Put my hands on her hips. Felt the heat of her skin, the slight tremble running through her body.

I ran my hand down her spine. Slowly. Fingertips tracing each vertebra, feeling the muscle tense and release under the touch. She shivered. Goosebumps raced across her tanned skin, from her shoulders to the small of her back to the swell of her juicy ass. I traced the curve of it with my palm, squeezed, felt the soft flesh give under my grip. Spanked once, light, a warm-up. She moaned, the sound bouncing off the granite.

Her pussy was dripping. The wetness was visible on her inner thighs, a translucent glaze that caught the kitchen light.

I dropped to my knees behind her.

“What are you…”

I put my mouth on her from behind. My tongue found her clit, swollen and hard, and I licked a slow circle around it. She cried out, her hips jerking back against my face. I gripped her thighs and held her still. Licked her again, root to tip, tasting the slickness, the slick honesty of a body that had been empty for too long.

“Oh god. Oh god, your mouth…”

I ate her until she was shaking. Hard, focused strokes, my tongue working her clit while two fingers pushed inside her. She was soaked, the inner walls gripping my fingers, hot and slick and pulsing. I curled upward, found the spot, and she screamed into the granite.

“Don’t make me cum yet,” she gasped. “I want you inside me when I cum. I want to cum on your cock. Please.”

I stood. Pressed the length of my body against her back, my cock settling in the cleft of her ass, hard and thick. She pushed back against me, grinding, the soft flesh of her juicy ass pressing around the shaft.

I rubbed the head of my cock against her entrance. Teasing. Sliding through the slickness without entering, letting her feel the heat and the thickness at her opening. She pushed back, trying to take me in, and I pulled away.

“Don’t tease me, baby.” Her voice was ragged, wrecked, years of emptiness vibrating in every syllable. “Please. Don’t make me wait another second.”

I lined up. The tip pressed against her entrance. She was so wet the head slipped into the first inch without resistance, the heat engulfing me, her body opening for mine with a slick, welcoming give.

I pushed in. All the way. One slow, relentless thrust that didn’t stop until my hips were flush against her ass and every inch was buried inside her.

The first stroke broke something between us.

She screamed. Not pain. The opposite. A full-throated sound that tore out of her chest and filled the kitchen. Her hands gripped the far edge of the granite, knuckles white. Her back arched. Her tits pressed harder against the stone, the nipples scraping the cold surface.

I was inside her. Deep. Tight, impossibly tight, her walls gripping my cock in rhythmic pulses. The heat of her was intense, the wetness coating me immediately, the sensation amplified until every nerve ending was screaming.

I pulled back. Thrust in again. Harder.

“Oh god.” She pushed back onto me, meeting the thrust. “Oh god. Yes.”

I gripped her hips and found the rhythm. Deep, hard strokes. Standing doggy over the kitchen island. Her body rocked with each thrust, the massive tits sliding against the granite, the heavy flesh flattening against the cold stone on impact and rebounding when I pulled back, the nipples scraping the cold countertop with each cycle. Her juicy ass bounced with every stroke, the flesh jiggling in waves that traveled from the point of impact outward, my hips slamming into the soft cushion of her ass cheeks with a sound that echoed off the kitchen walls. The wet, rhythmic slap of skin on skin filled the room, my cock driving into her soaked pussy from behind, each thrust punctuated by the obscene squelch of her arousal coating me.

She was everywhere. The kitchen had become something else entirely, the air dense with sex and vanilla candles and the raw, unmistakable heat of a woman being fucked raw after years of nothing.

I reached forward with one hand. Found her left breast, hanging full against the stone, and squeezed. The heavy flesh overflowed my grip, warm and soft, the nipple hard against my palm. I rolled it between my thumb and finger, pinched, and she arched her back and moaned and pressed back harder, grinding her juicy ass into my hips, taking me deeper.

“Breed me.”

The first mantra. The word landed in the kitchen like a detonation.

“Breed me, sweetheart. Put a baby in me.”

Her voice was raw, cracked open, nothing held back. She screamed it between thrusts, her fingers white on the granite edge, her tits swaying with every impact, the flesh rocking.

“Get me pregnant. Get me pregnant from a guy young enough to be my son and I do not fucking care. I want it. I want your cum inside me.”

I grabbed a fistful of platinum hair. Pulled her head back. She moaned, loud, arching into the pull, her back curving, her tits lifting from the granite.

“Fill me up. Give me your seed. Give me your child. Knock me up, sweetheart. Put a baby in this body. I don’t care how old I am. I don’t care about anything except feeling you cum inside me.”

I pulled out. She gasped at the emptiness, the sound sharp and desperate, her pussy clenching around nothing. Before she could protest, I spun her around. Lifted her by the hips. She weighed nothing compared to the adrenaline and the compound in my veins and the raw primal drive that had taken over the part of my brain that used to think about mortgages and dairy cooler inventory.

I set her ass on the granite island, the cold stone making her yelp and then moan as the temperature contrast hit her flushed skin. Her heavy tits bounced from the impact, the heavy flesh settling against her ribcage as she leaned back on her hands. She spread her legs wide, hooking her heels on the island’s lower ledge, and the sight of her from this angle was the one I’d be seeing on the inside of my eyelids for the rest of my life: Heather Donovan, forty-four, platinum blonde, massive G-cups, juicy round ass on cold granite, pussy swollen and dripping with my cock’s residue, legs spread for me in the kitchen of a house her husband hadn’t bothered to live in.

I stepped between her legs.

She reached between us, gripped my cock, and guided me back inside her. The angle was different, deeper, and her eyes rolled back as I bottomed out.

“Oh god. Oh my god, that’s so deep.”

I fucked her on the island. Standing between her spread legs, my hands on her hips, pulling her onto me with every thrust. Her tits bounced wildly, the generous flesh slapping together and apart, the nipples hard peaks cutting arcs through the air. The kitchen filled with the wet slap of our bodies and her voice rising.

She wrapped her legs around my waist. Pulled me in tighter. Her hands went to my shoulders, nails biting through my shirt.

“Harder. Harder, sweetheart. Breed me. Put a baby in me. I want it. I want your baby inside me.”

She reached back with one hand. Found my hand on her hip. Pulled it forward, around her body, and pressed it against her lower belly.

“Right here,” she gasped. “Put it right here. Fill me up right here.”

I held my hand where she’d placed it. Felt the flat of her stomach under my palm. Felt the heat of her skin. Felt the muscles contract with every thrust. My cock hitting her cervix on every deep stroke. Her pussy gripping me, milking me, the walls pulsing in a rhythm that was building toward something.

“I’m going to cum,” she screamed. “I’m going to cum, sweetheart. Fill me up. Cum inside me. Give me your seed. Breed me. BREED ME. Put a baby in me right now.”

I came.

The orgasm ripped through me like a detonation. The first pulse was deep, as deep as I could go, my cock buried to the hilt, pumping directly against her cervix. The heat of it flooded her and she felt it immediately, her eyes going wide, her mouth dropping open.

“Oh god. Oh god, I can feel it. I can feel you filling me up.”

She screamed again, louder, and her pussy clamped down in violent spasms, the walls milking me in rhythmic contractions, pulling every pulse deeper into her body. I gripped her hips with both hands and drove in, holding her against me, grinding deep, and the enhanced volume pumped into her in thick, heavy waves. Pulse after pulse. More than should have been possible. The cum had nowhere to go, her pussy sealed tight around my cock, her cervix pressed against the tip, and I could feel the warmth building between us, the overflow beginning to leak around the base of my shaft.

She came from the sensation of being filled. Her orgasm crashed into mine, compounding, her body shaking violently, her tits bouncing against the countertop. Her pussy clenched in waves that milked every last drop from me, each contraction drawing a groan from my chest. Her legs gave out. I held her up by the hips, still buried inside her, still pulsing. She screamed my name through the last waves, her voice breaking on the second syllable, the sound raw and wrecked and triumphant.

We slid to the floor.

The kitchen tile was cold against my back. She was on top of me, collapsed, her tits pressed heavy against my chest, her face buried in my neck. Both of us breathing like we’d run a mile. The scent of sex was everywhere, thick and raw, mixing with the vanilla candles and the coffee.

After a long moment, she lifted her head. Looked at me. Her mascara was smeared. Her platinum hair was a disaster. Her filled lips were swollen.

She took my hand. Placed it on her lower belly. Flat, flushed, the skin still trembling.

“Put a baby in me, Cody.” Her voice was different now. Quiet. Not screaming. Not feral. Softer now. Real. The want behind all the hunger and the years of neglect and the compound’s amplification. “I want it. I want your child.”

I looked at her. Forty-four years old. Lying on her kitchen floor with my cum inside her. Asking for something that went beyond the trial, beyond the protocol, beyond the compensation schedule.

“I want to carry your baby,” she said. She traced her fingers down her belly to where we were still connected. I could feel the cum leaking out around my cock, warm, pooling on the tile between her legs. She touched it. “I want this to stay inside me. I want every drop.” She pressed against my cock with her internal muscles, squeezing, holding me in. “Don’t pull out yet.”

I didn’t.

We lay on the kitchen tile for a long time. Her head on my chest. My hand on her belly. The island above us like a church ceiling. The cum between her legs pooling on the tile, and she ran her fingers through it, pressing it back toward her pussy, pushing it inside with gentle, careful fingers.

“Five years,” she said. “Five years of sleeping alone in a bed that smells like a man who doesn’t come home. Five years of maintaining this body for someone who doesn’t look at it.” She looked up at me. “And then you showed up with your ninety-ninth percentile and your quiet eyes and your hands that don’t shake when they touch me.” She kissed my chest. “Breed me again. Soon. As many times as it takes.”

She rolled off me. Stood slowly. My cum ran down the inside of her thigh in a slow streak. She didn’t wipe it. She walked to the counter, poured two glasses of water, and brought one back.

“Hydrate, honey.” She smiled. The well-fucked smile. The satisfied smile. Satisfaction written across every line of her face. “You’re going to need the stamina.”

I dressed. She stayed in the silk robe, untied, the cum still on her thighs. She walked me to the back door and kissed me, slow and thorough.

“Come back Thursday,” she said. “I’ll be fertile for the next three days. Lila showed me my cycle chart.”

She closed the door. I crossed back to the Sutton house.

The kitchen was empty. Bridget was at work. Cassie was at class. The house was quiet and the air was clean and uncomplicated, and I stood at the counter and drank a glass of water and felt the full weight of what had just happened settle into my bones.

I could still feel her. The grip. The heat. The way her voice broke on the second syllable of my name when she came. The way she pressed my hand to her belly afterward and asked for something no clinical trial could quantify.

That wasn’t the program. The program was dosing schedules and compensation tiers and consent forms in triplicate.

What happened on that kitchen floor was a woman who wanted my baby. And I’d given her every drop I had.

I rinsed the glass. Set it in the rack.

The kitchen counter was clean. The granite island twenty feet away through the fence was not. Heather’s kitchen island had my fingerprints on the edge, her sweat dried on the surface, and the echo of her screaming breed me into a house her husband had abandoned.

I went upstairs. Changed my shirt. The old one carried her perfume and everything that had happened on that kitchen island.

The spiral notebook sat on the nightstand. I opened it. Wrote the date. Drew a line.

Below the line I usually wrote numbers. Payments. Balances. The math that made sense.

Today I didn’t write numbers. I wrote one word.

Inside.


Chapter 17: Three Days Later

Three days later.

Heather’s text came at one o’clock: My cycle chart says today is the day. Come over. I’ve been waiting since Thursday.

I was at the kitchen table, eating a sandwich, thinking about the quarterly payment schedule in the spiral notebook upstairs. The second month’s stipend had cleared that morning. $8,500, direct deposit, the notification on my phone appearing between bites of turkey and mustard like a message from a parallel universe where I wasn’t a Save-Mart stocker eating lunch alone.

Except I was still a Save-Mart stocker. I just happened to also be a ninety-ninth percentile sperm donor whose neighbor was texting him to come breed her during her ovulation window.

My life had gotten complicated.

I finished the sandwich. Washed the plate. Stood at the back door and looked across the strip of grass at the Donovan house. The back door was closed today, but Heather’s bedroom curtain was open. I could see the edge of the bed through the window. The duvet pulled back. Waiting.

The walk took ten seconds. Gate, grass, porch steps, back door.

The kitchen door was unlocked. I stepped inside. The granite island was clean, polished, and looked exactly like a normal kitchen surface. A ghost of Thursday lingered on the granite surface, faint but vivid to me.

I walked through the living room, up the stairs, down the hallway. The Donovan house had the same layout as ours, mirrored. Her bedroom was at the end of the hall, the same position as Bridget’s in the Sutton house. I’d been in this hallway a thousand times growing up, helping Heather carry boxes, borrowing a phone charger, dropping off mail. Familiar territory. What drifted from the bedroom doorway was not familiar. Warm and alive and thick enough to stiffen my cock against my jeans before I’d taken five steps.

The Donovan master bedroom was done in grays and whites, a king bed with a duvet that probably cost more than my car. Framed prints on the wall, the kind that came with the frames. A dresser with a mirror, Heather’s perfume bottles lined up on one side, the other side empty where Garrett’s cologne and watch case used to sit. His nightstand was still on the right, a coaster and an alarm clock he’d left behind. A thin layer of dust on the alarm clock’s screen. Nobody set it anymore.

Heather was on the bed. Naked. Lying on the duvet with her platinum hair fanned on the pillow, her legs slightly apart, her generous G-cups settling against her ribcage under their own weight. Even lying flat, the tits were prominent, the heavy flesh pooling to the sides but still mounding upward, the nipples hard and pointing toward the ceiling. Her hourglass waist nipped in above the spread of her hips on the duvet. One manicured hand rested on her flat stomach, fingers splayed, the coral nail polish bright against tanned skin. The green-hazel eyes watched me from the pillow with a look that was hunger and certainty combined.

“This is his bed,” she said. Not angry. Factual. “He hasn’t slept in it in eight months. He hasn’t fucked me in it in five years.” She looked at the empty nightstand on his side, the dust on the alarm clock, the coaster with no glass. “I changed the sheets three times a week for a year after he left because I couldn’t stand the smell of nothing. The sheets used to smell like a man. Then they just smelled like me. Alone.” She held out her hand. “Get over here, sweetheart.”

I pulled my shirt over my head. She watched, her eyes tracking the movement the way I tracked her body every time I saw it. The assessment was mutual. Her gaze lingered on my shoulders, slightly broader than they’d been a month ago, the subtle reshaping visible in the way the lean-athletic frame was filling out.

I unbuckled my belt. Pushed my jeans down. My cock came free, hard and straining upward, the low-grade arousal cranked to full.

Her filled lips parted. “I spent years sleeping next to a man who never looked like that.” Her voice was low, thick. “Not even when we were twenty-two.”

“Come here.”

I climbed onto the bed. She pulled me over her, both hands on my shoulders, drawing me down. I settled between her thighs, my body pressing her into the mattress. Her tits compressed between us, impossibly full, the hard nipples dragging against my chest. She kissed me, slow, thorough, her tongue finding mine, her legs wrapping around my hips. I could taste coffee and lip gloss and the faint sweetness of the drug in her bloodstream.

She moaned into the kiss. Pulled back. Looked at me with those half-lidded eyes.

“I was lying here for an hour before you came over,” she said. “Touching myself. Getting ready. I wanted to be soaking wet when you walked in.”

She took my hand and guided it between her thighs. My fingers found her pussy, and she wasn’t exaggerating. Drenched. The wetness coated my fingers immediately, warm and slick, the inner lips swollen and parted. I circled her clit with my thumb and she gasped, her hips rolling into my hand.

“That’s what the compound does to me,” she breathed. “Three days without you and I’m a mess. I wake up wet. I go to bed wet. I can smell you from across the fence, honey, and my body starts getting ready before my brain catches up.”

I worked her with my fingers. Two inside, curling upward, my thumb on her clit. She arched, her heavy tits lifting, her hard nipples pointing at the ceiling. Her hands gripped the duvet.

“Don’t make me cum yet,” she said. Urgent. “I want to cum with you inside me. I want to cum while you fill me up.”

Then she pushed me. Rolled me. I went onto my back and she climbed over me.

She straddled my hips. Rose up on her knees. And I saw her from below.

This was the view the drug had been building toward. This was the angle that every physical change, every scent-receptor upgrade, every nerve-ending amplification had been preparing me for. Heather Donovan above me, massive tits hanging over my face like a fantasy given weight and dimension, the heavy flesh swaying with each breath, the pink-platinum nipples dark and hard, pointing down at me. Her platinum hair fell forward in curtains on either side of her face, the blonde bright against her tanned skin. Her green eyes looked down at me with a certainty that bordered on possession. Her juicy round ass, the ass that had filled out yoga pants like a weapon since the day I was old enough to notice, rested against my thighs. The heat of her pussy pressed against the underside of my cock, slick and ready, the wetness coating the shaft without her moving.

“I’m fertile right now, sweetheart.” She reached between her legs. Gripped my cock. Positioned the tip at her entrance. “This one’s going to take.”

She sank down.

Slow. Inch by inch. Her pussy opened around me, tight and soaked, the heat enveloping me in stages. Her face changed as she descended, the smile falling away, replaced by naked want, her mouth opening, her eyes going half-lidded. When she bottomed out, my cock buried to the hilt, she let out a breath that sounded like a prayer.

She planted her hands on my chest. Rolled her hips.

The grinding was slow at first. Circular motions, her hips rotating in wide arcs, my cock stirring inside her. The sensation was different from the kitchen island, deeper, the angle hitting different places. Her tits swayed with the motion, swinging like pendulums, the nipples tracing arcs in the air above me.

She picked up speed. The circular grinding became a lift-and-drop, her thighs flexing as she rose almost to the tip, the wet suction of her pussy releasing my shaft inch by inch, and then she slammed back down, taking the full length in one punishing drop. The impact was loud, wet, flesh on flesh, her juicy ass slapping against my thighs. Her tits bounced with every drop, the G-cups shaking violently, the flesh slapping together and apart in a hypnotic rhythm, her stiff nipples tracing wild arcs in the air. She threw her head back, platinum hair cascading down her back, and rode.

“Give it to me.” She was loud, her voice filling the bedroom, filling the house, carrying through the walls she didn’t care about anymore. “Give your seed where his hasn’t been in years. Knock me up. I want your baby growing inside me.”

She rode harder. Bouncing, dropping, driving herself down onto my cock with the desperation of a woman chasing something she’d been denied for half a decade. Her pussy gripped me on every upstroke, the walls clutching, reluctant to release, and then swallowed me again on the drop, wet and hot and clenching. The bed creaked under us. Garrett’s nightstand rattled. His alarm clock slid an inch toward the edge. The wet sounds of our bodies connecting were obscene, each drop producing a slick, meaty impact followed by the squelch of her soaked pussy taking me back in.

I grabbed her hips. Drove upward from below, meeting her downstroke with an upthrust that hit her cervix. She screamed. Her nails dug into my chest, leaving red crescents.

“Yes. There. Right there. Deeper. Give me everything. Every inch.”

I fucked up into her, controlling the pace from the bottom, driving her rhythm, making each thrust mine. She took it, her body rocking, her massive tits bouncing in violent arcs above my face, close enough that the hard nipples grazed my chin on every downstroke. I reached up and grabbed them, one in each hand, the heavy flesh spilling between my fingers, overflowing my grip. Squeezed. She moaned, pushing her chest into my hands, pressing the warm weight of her G-cups into my palms. I pinched both nipples between my thumbs and fingers, rolling them, tugging, and her pussy clenched so hard around me that my hips jerked involuntarily.

“Your cock feels so good inside me. God, you’re so deep. I can feel you in my stomach.” She pressed her hand against her lower belly while she rode, feeling the bulge of me from the outside. “Right there. Feel that. That’s you inside me.”

She lifted off. My cock slid out, glistening, slick with her wetness. She slid down my body. Wrapped her tits around my cock with both hands, pressing them together, creating the channel of soft flesh. Paizuri. Her signature. My cock, wet from her pussy, sliding between her tits while her tongue flicked the tip on every upstroke.

“I want to taste us together,” she said. Licked the head of my cock, coated in her own arousal. “God, that’s good.”

Three strokes between her tits. Five. She spit on the tip, the saliva running down between her breasts, and squeezed tighter. The visual was overwhelming: her platinum hair falling over her face, her eyes locked on mine over the swells of her chest, my cock appearing and disappearing between the soft flesh.

Then she released. Climbed back up. Sank down on me again, taking the full length in one smooth drop. She cried out, sharp, high, and started riding again. Faster.

“I can feel it, baby. My whole body is ready for you. PROCREON-9 made me so fertile.” She pressed her hands against her own belly while she rode. Palms flat on her lower stomach, pressing where she wanted it. “Right here. Your baby. Right here.”

I grabbed her hips. Drove up. She met me stroke for stroke, the bed slamming against the wall, the sound rhythmic and obscene. Her tits bounced wildly above me, swaying with every downstroke.

“Put your baby in me. Right now. Right here in his bed. I want every drop you’ve got. Don’t you dare hold anything back.”

I gripped tighter. Slammed up, hard enough to lift her knees off the mattress. She screamed. Her body locked up mid-stroke, every muscle going taut. Her pussy seized around me so tight I couldn’t move, the spasms deep and rolling, her whole frame shaking on top of me. Her hands pressed against her belly, eyes locked on mine, wide and glazed and absolutely certain.

“I’m cumming. Oh god, I’m cumming, sweetheart. Let go inside me. I want to feel it. Knock me up. Get me pregnant. Breed me.”

The orgasm hit like a wave breaking. Deep, pulsing, the drug-enhanced volume flooding her in thick, heavy surges. She felt every pulse. Her eyes widened further, her mouth dropped open, and the sound she made was primal, a keening cry of pleasure and satisfaction and something that sounded like triumph. I could feel the cum flooding her, the heat building between us, her pussy milking me in contractions that matched the rhythm of my release, pulling every drop deeper. The overflow began to leak around the base of my shaft, running warm down my balls onto the duvet, and neither of us cared.

“I can feel it,” she gasped. “I can feel all of it. So much. God, you’re filling me up.”

She collapsed on my chest. Her tits pressed flat against me, warm and heavy, the hard nipples against my skin. Her hips still moved, tiny grinding circles, her pussy clenching and releasing in aftershocks, working the last of my cum deeper into her body. My cock was still inside her, still pulsing with the final echoes. She clenched her inner muscles, squeezing, holding me in, not letting a single drop escape.

“Stay.” She rolled her hips, keeping me locked inside. “I want every last drop exactly where it is.”

I didn’t argue. She grinned up at me, triumphant, flushed, her platinum hair wrecked against Garrett’s pillow. His alarm clock had fallen off the nightstand.

She was different from Thursday. The kitchen-island Heather had been feral, desperate, screaming into granite. This Heather was victorious. She’d claimed the bed, claimed the room, claimed the day Lila’s chart told her was optimal, and she was lying under me with smug satisfaction, a plan executed to perfection.

“Lila showed me my cycle chart,” she said. Conversational. Chatty, even, with my cock still inside her. “My fertility markers are higher than they’ve been in twenty years. And your count is at the ninety-ninth percentile.” She squeezed her inner muscles again. “So the math is good.”

“You sound like a financial advisor.”

“I’m invested in the outcome.” She laughed, the real laugh, the one that shook her chest and made the tits jiggle against me. “Forty-four years old, lying in my absent husband’s bed with an eighteen-year-old’s cum in me, doing fertility math. If someone told me this six months ago I’d have called the police.”

She pulled off slowly, the cum following in a warm streak. Rolled onto her back, legs slightly raised. “Gravity,” she said. “Every bit helps.”

“You’ve been researching.”

“I’ve been planning.” She patted the duvet beside her. “Come back next week. We’ll keep trying until it takes.”

I went home. Through the gate. Through the strip of grass that was starting to feel like the border between two countries I held citizenship in. The evening air was cooler now, the late-summer heat draining from the day, and I could smell the Sutton house before I opened the back door. Garlic. Onion. Something baking. Bridget was cooking.

At the Sutton house, Bridget was setting the table for dinner. She was in her usual layers, the outer one hanging off one shoulder, her auburn-highlighted hair clipped up, bare feet on the kitchen tile. She’d made her meatloaf, the one with the glaze that Cassie claimed to hate but always ate two helpings of.

Cassie was at her chair with her phone and a half-eaten roll. Boots kicked off by the door, a cropped flannel unbuttoned over a tank top, auburn hair a mess. She had a new paint smear on her cheek, blue, which meant she’d been in the studio. She looked up when I walked in.

“You’re late,” she said.

“I was next door.”

“I know. I have a functioning nose.” She took another bite of roll. “Heather’s wearing that vanilla body spray again. It travels. I can smell it from the upstairs bathroom.”

“That’s perfume, not body spray,” Bridget said from the stove, not turning around.

“Whatever it is, it’s aggressive.” Cassie scrolled her phone. “How is she?”

The question was casual. Delivered with a shrug. But the question behind it, the real question, was: how is the woman across the fence doing with the same man I’m doing things with?

“She’s good,” I said.

“Good.” Cassie went back to her phone.

I washed my hands at the sink. The soap cut through the scent of Heather on my fingers, mostly. Bridget moved past me to get the meatloaf from the oven, and her hip brushed mine, and she paused for a fraction of a second before continuing.

We sat. We ate. Cassie complained about her sculpture professor, who had criticized her wire installation for “lacking emotional vulnerability.” Cassie had responded by adding a middle finger made of bent copper wire to the center of the piece. The professor had given her an A-minus. “First one this semester,” she said. “Turns out he respects conviction. Even when it’s rude.”

Bridget asked about my week at the Save-Mart. I told her Danny had tried to sell a broken vacuum cleaner to a customer who’d come in for milk. “He positioned it as vintage,” I said. “Said it was a collector’s item.”

“Is Danny going to get fired?”

“Danny can’t get fired. He’s the only person who knows where the holiday displays are stored.”

Bridget laughed. Open, unguarded, the sound filling the kitchen the way it used to before the bills piled up. The kitchen smelled like meatloaf and garlic bread and the coffee she’d brewed for after dinner, and the mortgage was paid and the household was working.

After dinner, I cleared the table while Bridget wrapped leftovers. She hummed while she worked. Something from the nineties, something slow.

“You smell like her perfume,” she said. Quiet. Not accusatory. Her enhanced senses cataloging what mine already knew was there.

“Yeah.”

She sealed a container. Set it in the fridge. Her hands were steady but her skin had gone flushed along her collarbones.

She didn’t say “the program” this time. She just looked at me, and her expression was complicated and honest and she held it for a beat instead of hiding behind the shorthand.

“Good,” she said. The word surprised us both. She turned back to the counter. We moved around the kitchen in silence for a minute, the companionable choreography of putting a household to bed. The towel she used to wipe the counter was the one with the faded sunflowers that Mike had gotten as a wedding gift.

Through the kitchen window, across the strip of grass, Heather’s bedroom light was on. A soft glow in the second-floor window. She was in there, on her back, legs elevated, hand on her belly. Waiting for biology to do what years of absence and three weeks of a drug had made possible.

Bridget followed my gaze to the window. To the light across the fence. Her expression was complicated. Not jealousy. Not resentment. Something else, something I was learning to recognize: the look of a woman processing the fact that the man doing her dishes had been inside another woman an hour ago, and that the other woman was her friend, and that the arrangement was what it was, and that she was choosing to be here anyway.

She didn’t say anything. She dried the last plate, hung the towel, and went to the living room.

But her hand brushed mine on the way past. Intentional. Warm. Her fingers curled against my palm for half a second before releasing.

A touch that said: I know. And I’m still here.

Cassie passed through the kitchen on her way to the stairs. She paused. Looked at the window. At the light.

“She’s got her legs up, doesn’t she,” Cassie said. Matter-of-fact.

“How would you know that?”

“Because I’m not an idiot and I know how biology works.” She opened the fridge. Took out the orange juice. “Good luck to her. She deserves it.”

She took her juice upstairs. Her door closed. Her music started, something with a guitar, drifting through the ceiling into the kitchen where I stood alone with the dish soap and the sunflower towel and the light from Heather’s window across the fence.

The guitar faded. Her door opened. Her bare feet padded to the bathroom. Water ran. The house settled into its nighttime sounds, familiar and changed all at once.


Chapter 18: Wednesday Afternoon

Cassie had been waiting long enough.

That’s what she told me. Wednesday afternoon. Bridget at work until five-thirty. The house quiet. I’d spent the morning at the Save-Mart, stocking produce and thinking about the quarterly payment tracker in my notebook. Cassie’s tuition deposit had cleared. The full amount. She’d told me about it at breakfast with the same deadpan delivery she used for everything: “My bursar account says zero balance for the first time in my academic career. I’d thank you, but that would be emotionally vulnerable and I don’t do that before coffee.”

She’d been avoiding me for three days. The Cassie version of avoidance, which was slightly less sarcasm than usual and slightly more looking at me from across the room with an expression that was calculating something I couldn’t read. The art-session handjob had been two weeks ago. The cunnilingus had been a week ago. Both times I’d left her wanting more. Both times she’d told me to come back. Both times I’d set the terms.

Today the terms were hers.

I came out of the bathroom in a towel, steam rolling behind me into the hallway. She was there. Leaning against her doorframe, one hip cocked, weight shifted to the side that pushed her narrow waist into a sharper angle. Oversized sweater, black, nothing underneath, the neckline wide enough to show both collarbones and the ridge of her shoulder. Nothing below the sweater. Bare legs, pale, the thigh-gap visible below the hem that stopped at mid-thigh. Auburn hair shoved behind the ear with the piercing. Paint-stained fingers curled against the wood of the doorframe. A streak of cadmium orange on her thumb that she hadn’t washed off from studio.

She’d been waiting for me to come out. She was practically vibrating with it, the stillness of a cat before it pounces, except Cassie wasn’t subtle enough for the metaphor. She was more like a cat that tells you it’s about to pounce and then critiques your reaction time.

“Tomorrow was two weeks ago,” she said. “You owe me.”

“I don’t remember signing a contract.”

“You’re in a fertility program. Your whole life is contracts now.” She pushed off the doorframe. “And you made me a promise in my bedroom. You said tomorrow. Tomorrow was fourteen days ago. The interest on that debt is obscene.”

She turned and walked into her room. Her tight little ass visible below the sweater’s hem, the compact curve of it catching the hallway light for two steps before she disappeared through the doorway.

I followed.

The door closed behind me. She locked it. She faced me.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said. She reached for the hem of her sweater and pulled it over her head. Tossed it on the floor. Small firm B-cups, pert, the pink nipples tight and hard. The stick-and-poke moon on her inner wrist. The flat stomach, the narrow waist. She kicked her panties off with one foot and stood naked.

She was slight and angular and blazing with years of tension that had found its chemical accelerant. Her body was the opposite of Heather’s abundance: where Heather was massive and soft and overflowing, Cassie was small and tight and sharp. The thigh-gap. The hard nipples on a flat chest. The compact ass. The strip of auburn hair between her legs, the pussy glistening.

“I’m not fragile,” she said. “Don’t treat me like I am.”

I dropped the towel.

Her eyes went straight to my cock. Hard, jutting, the enhancement obvious in the thickness and the veins. She’d seen it before, during the art-session handjob, but this was different. This was the full context. Standing naked in her bedroom, face to face, years of unspoken want filling the space between our bodies like static electricity.

She crossed to me. Put both hands on my chest. Pushed.

I let her push me. Backed toward the bed. Sat on the edge when my calves hit the mattress. She followed. Climbed onto my lap, straddling me, her small body draped over mine. She was so light I could hold her with one arm. The size contrast was sharp: my hands spanned most of her waist. Her thighs didn’t reach the mattress on either side of my hips.

She kissed me. Hard. Biting. Her teeth found my lower lip and she pulled. Her small tits pressed against my chest, the hard nipples digging in. She ground her pussy against my cock, the wetness slicking the underside of the shaft.

“I’ve been thinking about this since the bathroom doorway,” she said against my mouth. “Three years. Three years of walking past your room and hearing you breathe and knowing there was one wall between us.”

I flipped her.

One motion. My hands under her thighs, lifting, rolling, putting her on her back on the bed with me above her. She yelped, then grinned.

“There it is.”

I settled between her legs. She wrapped them around my waist, heels digging into the small of my back. I looked down at her: petite body under my full weight, auburn hair spread on the pillow, the silver ring above her eye catching the afternoon light, the bratty grin daring me to do what we both knew was about to happen.

I reached between us. Found her pussy. Soaked. The inner lips swollen, slippery, parting easily under my fingers. I positioned my cock at her entrance.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said again.

I pushed in.

She was tight. Tighter than Heather. Her pussy gripped my cock in immediate spasms, the walls clenching and releasing, adjusting to the size. Her mouth opened. Her eyes went wide. The bratty expression cracked, replaced for a second by something raw and overwhelmed.

“Oh fuck,” she breathed.

I gave her a second. Then I pulled back and thrust in deep.

She gasped. Her legs tightened around me. I grabbed a fistful of her auburn hair and pulled her head back. She moaned, arching into the pull, her throat exposed, the pulse hammering visibly.

“Fill me up, you idiot,” she said. The bratty register found its footing again, shaky but present. “Knock up your dumb little roommate. Breed me even though we both know I’m not related to you.”

I thrust harder. She took it, her petite body rocking under me, her small tits bouncing with each impact, the hard pink nipples blurred with the motion. The visual was sharp: my larger frame over her smaller one, my hands spanning her waist, her wrists pinned above her head, her slim body swallowed by the bed beneath me.

I pinned her wrists. One hand, both wrists, held above her head against the pillow. She was small enough that I could hold them both in one palm, her slim fingers curling against nothing. Her eyes went wild, the pupils blown black, the hazel-green a thin ring. Her pussy clenched around me at the restraint, an involuntary squeeze that told me everything about what she wanted.

“Harder, you coward.”

I hit harder. Drove into her so hard the bed frame knocked the wall. She yelped, then laughed, the bratty delight of someone getting exactly what they wanted. Her pussy clenched around me, the walls gripping tight on every inward stroke, her body so tight and small around my cock that I could feel every ridge of her, every flutter, every spasm.

I spanked her. Reached under her thigh, found her tight little ass, and slapped. The sound was sharp in the small room, the compact flesh jiggling from the impact, a pink handprint appearing on her pale skin. She yelped again, louder.

“Fuck yes. Again.”

I spanked her again while I thrust, timing the smack to the deepest point of each stroke. Her ass bounced with each impact, flushing pink under my palm. The rhythm was hard and fast and she met it, her hips rolling up to meet every stroke, her legs pulling me deeper, her hands straining against my grip on her wrists, the restraint turning her on more than the freedom would have.

“Is this what you wanted?” I said. Low. Controlled. “This what you’ve been waiting for?”

“Shut up.” She was grinning and gasping simultaneously, the brat and the girl at war on her face, her small tits bouncing. “Shut up and fuck me harder. You’ve been too busy with the bombshell next door to give me what’s mine.”

I shifted my angle. Drove deeper, angling my hips downward so the head of my cock dragged across her front wall on every stroke. Her eyes went wide and the grin dissolved. Her mouth fell open. Stunned.

“Right there. God, right there. Don’t stop.”

“Say please.”

“Absolutely not.”

I slowed down. Pulled almost all the way out. Held there, just the tip inside her, her pussy clenching desperately around me, the walls pulsing, trying to suck me back in. She writhed under me, her hips lifting off the mattress, chasing the fullness I was denying her, her wetness coating my shaft and dripping onto the sheets.

“Cody. Don’t you dare.”

I waited. One second. Two. Three. Her hazel-green eyes went from defiant to desperate, the brat crumbling.

“Fine,” she snarled. “Please. You insufferable, arrogant, annoyingly well-equipped…”

I slammed in deep. All the way. She screamed. Her wrists twisted in my grip, not fighting to get free but fighting to feel the restraint, to feel the bones of her wrists pressing against the cage of my fingers.

“Shut up and cum in me,” she gasped, the bratty persona cracking, the edges dissolving into honest, raw sounds. “Shut up and breed me. Fill me up. I don’t care that we grew up in the same house, I don’t care that your room is ten feet from mine, I don’t care that you can hear me through the wall every night when I’m…”

Her voice broke.

Her mouth opened. Gasping for air. Eyes wet. Body arching under mine. The sounds she made were nothing like the girl who’d shoved me onto the bed five minutes ago. Small, desperate gasps. A nineteen-year-old being fucked by the man she’d wanted since she was sixteen, and every sound was honest. A whimper she’d deny later. Broken syllables that weren’t words. Her fingers, freed from my grip, went to my back, nails digging in, holding on.

“Cody.”

My name. Just my name, gasped between thrusts, every wall she’d built in pieces on the floor.

I released her wrists and pulled her legs higher, hooking them over my shoulders. The new angle went deeper. Her eyes flew wide.

“Oh fuck. Oh, that’s so deep. Cody…”

I drove into her with long, deep strokes that made the bed frame hit the wall. Her petite body folded under me, small tits pressed together between her knees, her tight little pussy taking every inch. The size contrast was stark: my full weight over her smaller frame, my hands spanning her narrow waist, her body curving to accommodate mine.

She went rigid. Every muscle in her petite body locked. Then she broke. The orgasm took her in one sharp wave, a cry tearing out of her with no trace of brat left in it. Her back arched off the bed, legs shaking on my shoulders, hands clawing at the sheets. Her pussy gripped me so tight I couldn’t pull back, her whole body frozen around me, trembling, holding me in place while the tremors rolled through her. Her eyes squeezed shut. Her mouth opened on a sound that was raw and real and nothing she’d ever let herself make with an audience before.

Her pussy gripping me was what finished me. I let go inside her. Deep. The first pulse drew a sound from her, a gasp of surprise, of feeling the heat flood her insides, the thick warmth spreading where nothing had been. The enhanced load pumped into her in waves, each pulse hitting her cervix, and she felt every one, her eyes widening with each throb, her breath catching in staccato gasps. Her pussy squeezed in time with my pulses, milking me, pulling the cum deeper. The volume overwhelmed her small body. I could feel the overflow beginning, warm and thick, leaking around my shaft despite how tight she held me.

She wrapped her legs tighter, pulling me in, locking her ankles behind my back, holding me against her cervix like she was trying to keep every drop inside her.

“Stay inside me,” she whispered. The bratty voice was gone. This was something else. Something quiet and naked and real. “Stay.”

I stayed. My cock pulsed the last of it inside her, the final echoes pumping into a pussy that was already full, warm cum pooling between us. She held me with her legs and her arms, both freed now, wrapped around my back. Her face was pressed against my neck, and I could feel her eyelashes against my skin, wet. Her breathing was ragged.

We lay still. The afternoon light moved across the ceiling. Her quilt, the one Bridget had made her in middle school, was bunched under us. The room smelled like paint and sex and the sharp-sweet scent of Cassie’s arousal mixed with the musk of mine.

She pulled back. Looked at me. Her hazel-green eyes were bright and slightly wet and the brat in her was reassembling itself, piece by piece, like a broken mirror slowly reforming.

“Don’t tell my mom yet,” she said. The voice was steadier now. Getting there. “Let me figure out how to say it.”

“She might already know.”

“She definitely already knows.” Cassie pushed a strand of auburn hair off her face. “But there’s a difference between knowing and hearing it confirmed. Let me handle it.”

I pulled out of her. A thick streak of cum followed, running down between her legs onto the quilt. She looked at it. Then at me.

“Equal opportunity breeding,” she said. The smirk was back, almost fully reformed. “If Heather gets pregnant and I don’t, I’ll be pissed.”

She rolled over. Pulled the quilt around herself. Looked at me over her shoulder, one bare cheek visible below the quilt’s edge.

“Now get out. I need to process.”

I pulled on my shorts. My shirt. Stood at the door.

“Cassie.”

“Don’t.” She held up a hand without looking at me. “Don’t make it emotional. I’ll cry if you make it emotional and I don’t cry. Get out. Dinner’s at six. Don’t be weird about it.”

When Bridget came home at five-thirty, she stood in the kitchen for a moment, breathing in. She inhaled slowly, catching something in the air. She said nothing. She changed into her robe and started making chicken and rice.

Cassie came down at six in a clean sweater, the attitude back in place. She propped a new sketch on the counter for Bridget.

“New piece. What do you think?”

Bridget tilted her head. “It looks angry.”

“Art is supposed to be angry. Contentment is boring. Boring doesn’t sell.”

“The Mona Lisa looks content.”

“The Mona Lisa looks like she’s hiding something. That’s not contentment, Mom. That’s strategy.”

We ate. Under the table, Cassie’s bare foot found my ankle. Pressed. Held. She didn’t look at me. She was looking at Bridget, holding the dinner-table act together with the same discipline she’d maintained since she was sixteen.

After dinner, Bridget looked at me across the kitchen. “The program is working for all of us, isn’t it?”

“It is.”

Upstairs, through the wall, Cassie was humming. Cassie never hummed.


Chapter 19: Sunday Brunch

Sunday brunch was Bridget’s tradition.

It had been her tradition since before I moved in. Mike used to sit in the fourth chair on Sunday mornings, reading the sports page, eating the bacon before anyone else got to the table. Bridget told me that once, early on, when I was twelve and still eating at the table like a guest, carefully, with both hands visible, the way you eat when you’re not sure you belong in someone else’s kitchen. She’d said it casually. “Mike used to eat all the bacon.” The past tense, delivered with a smile that cost her something. She kept making Sunday brunch because stopping would mean admitting the fourth chair was permanent.

Five years later, the tradition held. Eggs, bacon, toast, juice on the table by nine-thirty. The round table. Three chairs occupied. The fourth empty. Coffee for Bridget and me. Orange juice for Cassie, who claimed coffee tasted like “burnt ambition” and refused to drink it on principle. She’d tried it once at fifteen, declared it an assault on her palate, and committed to orange juice with the conviction of someone who’d found their hill.

This Sunday, Bridget was in her robe. The old terrycloth. Single knot. No cardigan. That was still new enough to notice, the absence of the armor layer, the way the robe’s neckline showed more throat and collarbone and the upper curve of what she’d been hiding for years. Her auburn-highlighted hair was down around her shoulders, still damp from her shower, the ends darkened with moisture. Bare feet on the kitchen tile. The heavy shape beneath the robe moved when she moved, her breasts pulling the fabric with each step, the belt shifting with each reach from stove to table. She was humming. Something from the nineties, something about falling. Soft and absent.

Cassie was at her chair, phone in one hand, fork in the other, shoveling scrambled eggs while scrolling something on her screen. Oversized sweater, the gray one she’d stolen from me, the sleeves rolled up past her wrists. Bare legs tucked under her.

“These eggs are good, Mom.”

“They’re the same eggs I make every Sunday.”

“And they’re good every Sunday. I’m validating your consistency.”

“Thank you, Cassie.”

“You’re welcome. I also ate three pieces of bacon before you sat down. Validating that too.”

I was between them at the table. Coffee. The remaining bacon. The spiral notebook was upstairs, but I was doing the math in my head anyway, the way I always did. Second month’s stipend deposited Friday. The mortgage arrears were fully cleared. Bridget had cried when I told her, quiet tears at the kitchen table, the kind that came from relief so deep it registered as physical. She’d wiped them with the heel of her hand and said “thank you, Cody” and gone to bed, and that night I didn’t hear her crying through the wall. She slept. For the first time in weeks, she just slept.

The morning was easy. Coffee and bacon and the easy domestic layers of a household that had become its own ecosystem. I’d stopped noticing the undercurrents most of the time. It was just the air now. The new normal.

Normal Sunday. Warm kitchen. Food and coffee and conversation.

Bridget set down her fork. “I think the chair leg is loose,” she said. She pushed back from the table. “Let me check.”

She slid under the table.

It was a small table. Round, four chairs, a tablecloth that hung to the knees. She ducked beneath the cloth edge and disappeared below the surface. I felt her hands on my thighs before I understood what was happening.

Not the chair. My thighs. Both hands, palms flat, fingers spread, resting on the denim above my knees.

Her fingers moved upward. Slowly. Along the inseam. To my belt.

She unbuckled it. The sound of the metal was quiet beneath the tablecloth, a soft clink that the hum of the refrigerator almost covered. She unzipped my jeans with careful, steady hands, the zipper’s teeth parting one by one, slow, intentional. She wasn’t rushing. She was savoring. This was a decision she’d made, maybe the boldest decision of her life, and she was going to take her time with it.

My cock was semi-hard, the perpetual state my body maintained now, the baseline hum that never fully subsided. Her fingers wrapped around it through the opening of my jeans and it hardened immediately to full, the blood surging in response to her touch, stiffening in her hand like a switch had been thrown.

Bridget Sutton. Under the kitchen table. On Sunday morning. With her daughter six feet away eating scrambled eggs.

Her mouth. I felt it before I processed it. Warm. Wet. Her lips closing around the head of my cock with a gentleness that was uniquely Bridget, nothing aggressive, nothing greedy, just the slow, tender contact of a woman who hadn’t done this since Mike and was remembering how. Her tongue circled the head, learning the shape and the taste, the way you relearn something your body once knew by heart.

She held the base with one hand, her fingers calloused and slightly rough from years of dishes and laundry and the manual work of running a household alone. The other hand gripped my thigh, anchoring herself, her nails pressing gently into the denim.

She took me deeper. Slow. Reverent. Not rushing. Not performing. Not starving like Heather. Not staking territory like Cassie would. She was doing this because she’d wanted to for weeks, maybe months, maybe years, and the want had finally won out over the responsibility. Her mouth was warm and wet and she took her time with every inch, her lips sliding down the shaft in a slow, continuous descent that made my thighs clench.

Her tongue worked the underside of the shaft in long, unhurried strokes, tracing the vein from root to ridge, finding every sensitive spot, mapping the geography of me with the same careful attention she brought to everything: the bills, the meals, the household, the boy she’d raised. She learned what made my breath catch and went back to it, again and again, her tongue pressing against the sensitive cluster of nerves below the head, circling, pressing, her mouth a slow study in patience.

Her lips sealed tight, the suction gentle but steady, a rhythmic pull that matched the beat of her own pulse. I felt her heavy breasts press against my shins through the robe, warm and soft, the G-cups resting on my legs, the sheer weight of them a reminder of everything she’d been hiding under cardigans and aprons since the day I moved in. The nipples were hard through the terrycloth. I could feel them, two points of heat against my calves, and she shifted slightly, dragging them across my skin, a small motion that might have been unconscious and might not have been.

She licked from root to tip. A long, deliberate stripe, her tongue flat and warm, collecting the pre-cum that had been leaking steadily, the taste of it making her moan softly around the next stroke. Then she took me in again, deeper this time, the head nudging the back of her throat. She paused. Adjusted the angle, tilting her chin down. Took more. She didn’t gag. She was careful, precise, the way she was careful about everything, and her mouth was warm and devoted and her pace was unhurried. She held me deep for a beat, her throat working around the head, the muscles contracting gently, and the sensation was exquisite, different from Heather’s aggressive deepthroat, softer, more intentional, the blowjob equivalent of the way Bridget cooked: with love and attention and no interest in rushing.

My knuckles went white on the table edge.

Across the table, Cassie looked up from her phone.

Her eyes flicked to my face. I was trying to look normal. I was not succeeding. My jaw was tight. My knuckles were white. My breathing was carefully controlled in a way that wasn’t fooling anyone.

Cassie’s eyes dropped to the tablecloth. Lingered. Came back up.

A slow smirk spread across her face.

She knew. Of course she knew. Cassie knew everything. She’d probably heard Bridget positioning herself before the tablecloth settled. She’d probably smelled the shift in the air. She was on the same drug. Her sensors were as good as mine.

She said nothing. She picked up her juice glass. Took a slow, pointed sip. The smirk stayed. Her hazel-green eyes held mine over the rim of the glass, and the look in them was not shock, not disgust, not even surprise. It was satisfaction. The look of someone watching a plan come together.

Under the table, Bridget was unaware of the silent exchange above her. Or maybe she wasn’t. Her mouth worked steadily, taking me deep, pulling back, licking the tip, taking me deep again. The unhurried pace never quickened. This wasn’t a race. This was worship.

She moved her hand from my thigh to the base of my cock. Stroked in sync with her mouth, her fist and her lips meeting at the midpoint on every bob. The sensation was building, sharp and relentless, every nerve ending singing in the enclosed heat of her mouth.

Her breasts shifted against my shins, heavy through the robe. I could feel the nipples, hard points dragging against my leg with each movement of her head. She moaned. The sound was muffled by my cock, the vibration traveling through the shaft, and my grip on the table edge tightened.

Cassie set her juice down. Went back to her phone. The smirk was permanent now, etched into her bratty face like she’d found the best possible entertainment for a Sunday morning.

Bridget took me all the way. Her nose pressed against my stomach, her throat working around the head of my cock. She held it. Two seconds. Three. Then she pulled back, slowly, her lips dragging along the shaft, and licked the tip with a flat tongue that caught every drop of pre-cum.

She stroked faster. The unhurried rhythm shifted, becoming urgent. Her hand worked the base while her mouth sealed over the top two inches, her tongue doing something complex and devastating beneath the head.

I came in her mouth. The first pulse was hot and thick and I felt her swallow, her throat working, a full, slow gulp that vibrated through my shaft. The second pulse, thicker, filling her mouth, and she swallowed again, unhurried, taking it down. The third, the fourth, each one drawn out by her stroking hand, milked by her mouth in steady rhythm, her tongue catching every drop, pressing against the underside of my cock to draw out each pulse. The enhanced volume filled her and she swallowed every drop, her lips sealed tight, not a single streak escaping. Her throat worked in the quiet beneath the tablecloth, intimate, barely audible above the table, the soft wet sounds of Bridget Sutton drinking every ounce of cum the drug-enhanced body of the boy she’d raised could give her. She held me in her mouth through the last pulsing echoes, her tongue circling the head, gentle, thorough, devotional.

She licked me clean. Slowly. Root to tip and back, her tongue finding every trace, savoring, unhurried and thorough, committing every second to memory. Then she tucked me back into my jeans with careful hands. Zipped slowly. Rebuckled the belt, her fingers brushing the denim, straightening everything, leaving no evidence except the flush in her cheeks and the taste in her mouth.

She emerged from under the table.

Smoothed her robe. Adjusted the belt. Sat back in her chair. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright and her lips were wet.

“The chair leg is fine,” she said.

I stared at her. She picked up her coffee. Sipped it. Did not make eye contact.

Across the table, Cassie looked up from her phone.

“You’re welcome,” she mouthed at me. And winked.

I stared at her. She took a sip of orange juice with the wink still on, the smirk carved into her bratty face like it had been designed by a committee whose only criterion was maximum smugness.

“What?” I said.

Cassie shrugged. Her face was elaborately innocent, which meant she was guilty of everything. She was the least convincing innocent person I’d ever met. “Nothing. Good brunch, Mom.”

“Thank you, honey.” Bridget was still not making eye contact with me. She picked up her coffee mug, took a slow sip, set it down. Her composure was settling back into place, the flush fading from her cheeks, the robe retied with the belt she’d smoothed into place. But her lips were slightly swollen and her eyes were brighter than they’d been ten minutes ago and she was radiating the warm glow of a woman who’d just done something bold and was processing the fact that she’d liked it. “More coffee?”

“I’m good.”

“Toast?”

“I already ate the toast,” Cassie said. “While you were checking the chair leg.”

A beat of silence. Bridget’s eyes met Cassie’s. Cassie’s smirk held.

“The chair is fine,” Bridget said. Pointed. Final. The end of that discussion.

“The chair is excellent,” Cassie agreed. “Best chair in the house.”

Bridget stood. Took dishes to the sink. Started washing. Her back to us, the robe swaying as she moved, the outline of her breasts visible from behind, the fabric shifting with each scrubbing motion. She hummed while she washed. A different song. Something newer. Something with a pulse.

Cassie leaned across the table toward me. Whispered, though it wasn’t really a whisper. Cassie’s whispers were the loudest quiet things on earth.

“I might have suggested it.”

“You what?”

“She’s been wanting to. For weeks. She told me.” She glanced at Bridget’s back, confirmed she was still washing. “We talk, Cody. We’re mother and daughter. We live in the same house. We’re on the same drug. And yes, we’ve talked about you. At length. In detail. If you want to be embarrassed about that, this is your moment.”

I was not embarrassed. I was recalibrating. The idea that Bridget and Cassie had discussed me, discussed this, discussed the logistics of what had just happened under the table, was landing in my brain like a package being delivered to an address I hadn’t known existed.

“She said she wanted to but didn’t know how to start,” Cassie continued, her voice low and matter-of-fact, one finger tracing the rim of her orange juice glass. “I told her the chair thing. I said just go for it. Be bold. Mom’s never bold, so I figured she needed a framework.”

“You gave your mother a framework for giving me a blowjob under the kitchen table.”

“I gave my mother permission to stop being scared.” Cassie’s hazel-green eyes were sharp, the sarcasm gone for once, the real Cassie showing through. “She deserves this, Cody. She’s been alone since Dad died. She deserves to feel wanted. And if I have to be the one who tells her it’s okay, then that’s what I’ll do.”

She sat back. Normal volume. “This toast is stale, Mom.”

“It’s Sunday bread. It’s supposed to be dense.”

“It’s supposed to be edible.”

“Eat it.”

“I already ate it. I’m providing feedback for future batches.”

The kitchen returned to normal. Or the new version of normal, which was indistinguishable from the old version if you weren’t paying attention, and very different if you were. Dishes washed. Coffee refilled. Cassie complaining about the toast density. Bridget humming at the sink, the humming slightly louder than usual, slightly more alive, the hum of a woman whose blood was up and whose composure was reassembled but whose body was still echoing with the taste of a man’s cock in her mouth on a Sunday morning.

Clink of plates. Hiss of the faucet. The ordinary percussion of a household that had stopped pretending anything about it was ordinary.

The wall between separate secrets and shared knowledge was down. Cassie knew about Bridget. Bridget had done it with Cassie six feet away. Cassie had maybe orchestrated it. The fictions of privacy, the careful compartmentalization I’d been maintaining, the idea that what happened with each woman was isolated from the others, was finished.

They knew. They all knew. And they were choosing to stay.

After brunch, I went to the living room. Sat on the sectional. The same sectional where I’d sat between them watching a romcom a lifetime ago, week one, before the screening drive, before the program, before any of it.

Bridget came in from the kitchen. Sat next to me. Close. Her thigh against mine through the robe. She didn’t say anything. She reached for my hand, found it, and held it. Her fingers were slightly damp.

We sat like that for a while. The TV off. The house quiet. Through the wall, upstairs, Cassie’s music playing softly, some indie thing with a guitar.

“Was it Cassie’s idea?” I asked.

“It was mine,” Bridget said. Quiet. Firm. “She encouraged it. But it was mine.” She squeezed my hand. “Everything from here on out is mine. My choice. The compound makes me honest, but the choices are mine.”

I squeezed back.

Bridget’s head came to rest against my shoulder. Her hand in mine was steady.

“Cody,” she said quietly. “My room. Tuesday.”


Chapter 20: Nine Years

Tuesday afternoon. Six weeks and three days into the program.

The morning had been quiet in the way that mornings before significant things are quiet: ordinary on the surface, charged below. Bridget made eggs. I cleared the table and wiped down the counters. Cassie ate cereal because she’d woken up late and eggs required a level of morning engagement she hadn’t achieved. The kitchen hummed with the usual rhythms, the usual smells, the usual banter about Cassie’s professor and the weather and whether the last of the milk was Cassie’s or communal property.

“All milk is communal milk,” Cassie said. “I’m a socialist about dairy.”

“You’re a socialist about everyone else’s dairy,” Bridget said.

“That’s how socialism works, Mom.”

Normal. Easy. A morning that makes you think nothing is about to change.

Cassie left for class at one with her canvas bag and a salute over her shoulder that said don’t wait up. At the door she paused, looked back at Bridget, who was wiping the counter with the sunflower towel, and their eyes caught. A look. A permission. The smallest nod from daughter to mother.

Then Cassie was gone. She wouldn’t be home until four. Heather was next door, her kitchen light on, texting me about cycle timing, unaware that the woman across the fence was about to cross the last line she’d drawn for herself the day Mike died.

The Sutton house was quiet. Quiet in the way old houses go quiet in the afternoon, when the street outside goes still and the furnace is off and the only sounds are the ones the house makes on its own. Pipes ticking. Floorboards settling. The clock in the kitchen that had been losing three minutes a week since Mike died and that Bridget never corrected because correcting it would mean admitting he wasn’t coming back to fix it himself.

I came upstairs after putting the lunch plates away. Bridget’s bedroom door was at the end of the hallway. The door I’d walked past every night since I was twelve. The door I’d heard her through in the dark, alone, her body’s demands stronger than all her practice at silence.

Today the door was open. Not cracked. Open.

Bridget was sitting on the edge of her bed.

She was in her robe, the old terrycloth, and the belt was loose, the single knot barely holding. No cardigan. No extra layers. Her auburn-highlighted hair was down around her shoulders, the gray at the temples visible in the afternoon light. Her feet were bare on the hardwood. Her hands were folded in her lap.

She heard me in the hallway. She looked up.

“Cody.”

The way she said my name. A decision that had already been made, spoken aloud to make it real.

I stopped in her doorway. The master bedroom. The room at the end of the hall. The room where she’d slept alone since Mike died, in a bed that was too big for one person, in a silence that had become unbearable.

The scent in the room was dense. Bridget’s shampoo, her soap, the skin-smell that was uniquely hers, and threaded through all of it, the amplified signal that had been building for six weeks. Arousal. Deep, layered, rich. Years of restraint, and the limit had been reached.

“Cody,” she said again.

I went to her.

She stood when I reached the bed. We were face to face, close enough that I could feel the heat of her body through the robe. Her brown eyes were wet. Not crying. Not yet. The tears were there, waiting at the edges, held back by the same willpower that had held everything else together for a decade.

She reached for the belt of her robe.

She pulled it. The knot came loose. The terrycloth fell open, and she shrugged it off her shoulders, and it dropped to the floor around her bare feet.

The full body reveal.

I had seen her in the body-composition photos. In the mismatched bra and panties. Through the gaping neckline of the robe. In the kitchen, when she’d opened it for the handjob. But those were glimpses. Partial views through layers of fabric and restraint.

This was everything.

Full, soft G-cups. Freed from the bra, freed from the robe, freed from years of layered fabric and careful concealment because there was no one to show herself to. They hung naturally, generous and magnificent, the slight sag of gravity and forty-one years that read not as diminished but as real. Dark rose nipples, large, responsive, hard in the air of the room. They moved when she breathed. They would move when I touched her.

Below: the soft curve of her belly, pale, with the faded silver stretch marks from Cassie’s pregnancy feathering outward like brushstrokes. She didn’t cover them. Not this time. Wide hips, the maternal proportion that denim and robes had hidden. Thick thighs, strong, pale. Years of carrying everything for everyone, written in every curve. The body she’d hidden because there was no one to see it.

She let me see.

Her eyes were on mine. Waiting. Vulnerable in a way that Bridget never was. The caretaker, the one who absorbed difficulty and never asked for help, was standing naked in front of the boy she’d raised and asking, without words, if what she was offering was enough.

I kissed her.

I put my hands on her face and kissed her with my full weight, pressing her backward toward the bed. She melted. The word was precise. Her body went liquid against mine, the tension she’d been carrying in her shoulders and her jaw and her posture for years dissolving in the contact. She made a sound against my mouth, small and cracked open, the sound of years of restraint giving way.

My hands went to her breasts. For the first time. The soft weight filling my palms, overflowing them, heavy, real, spilling past my fingers. She gasped. Her eyes flew open. Wet.

“Nine years,” she whispered. “Nine years and three months. Since anyone.”

I held them. Cupped the soft weight, felt her nipples hard against my palms. She shuddered. A full-body tremor that started in her chest and ran down to her legs.

I laid her on the bed. Her bed. The one that had been too big for one person. She lay back against the pillow and her auburn hair fanned on the white cotton and her breasts settled against her ribcage under their own weight and she looked up at me with eyes that were wet and certain and terrified and ready.

I undressed. Her eyes tracked every motion. When my cock came free, hard, straining, she stopped breathing.

I settled over her. Between her thick thighs, which opened for me, wide, trembling. My weight on my forearms, my body covering hers. She was soft everywhere. Warm everywhere. The contrast between my lean frame and her fullness was vivid, my chest against her full breasts, my hips against her wide hips, the angles of me meeting the curves of her.

I reached between us. She was soaked. The wettest she’d been, wetter than the kitchen morning, wetter than any signal I’d caught through the hallway or the walls. Six weeks of dosing had made her body honest, and her body’s honesty was an overwhelming, slick readiness that coated my fingers the moment I touched her.

I positioned myself at her entrance. Looked at her.

“Cody.” Her voice broke on my name. “Please.”

I pushed in. Slow. Inch by inch.

She cried out. Not pain. Overwhelm. The sound of a body receiving what it had been denied since Mike. Her eyes went wide, then squeezed shut, then opened again. Her mouth was open. Her hands gripped my shoulders, nails digging in.

“Oh god.” She breathed it. “Oh god, Cody.”

I gave her a moment. Seated fully inside her, feeling her walls grip me in pulsing waves, the heat and tightness of a woman who hadn’t known a man’s touch in nine years. Different from Heather’s hungry clenching and Cassie’s tight spasms. Bridget’s body held me like she was afraid I’d disappear if she loosened her grip.

I moved. Slow. The slowest I’d been with anyone. This was not Heather’s feral urgency. Not Cassie’s bratty demand. This was Bridget, and the pace was devotional, and every inch mattered.

I pulled back until just the tip remained inside her, felt her walls grip and protest the withdrawal, the muscles clenching as if refusing to let me go, then pushed back in. All the way. Deep. She gasped, her mouth opening, her eyes widening, her hands tightening on my shoulders.

Again. The same pace. Root to tip. Tip to root. Her body received me with a wet, welcoming heat, every stroke an answer to the emptiness she’d carried alone. Her hips rose to meet each stroke, her thick thighs tightening around me, her body instinctively matching my rhythm. The friction was exquisite, the drug amplifying every nerve ending, the sensation of her wet heat engulfing me, gripping me, vivid enough to make my vision swim. She was soaked, the wetness audible with every thrust, the slick sound of our bodies connecting filling her quiet bedroom.

Her tits rocked with each slow thrust, the heavy flesh shifting against her chest, the nipples moving in small arcs, the soft flesh rolling with each stroke like a tide. I watched them. She saw me watching. Her expression shifted, vulnerability giving way to offering, the woman who’d hidden these tits under layers for years choosing to let them be seen, to let them be wanted.

“Touch them,” she whispered. “Please. Nobody has touched them since Mike.”

I cupped her left breast. The heft of it filled my hand and overflowed, warm and impossibly soft, the skin smooth, the nipple hard against my palm. She made a sound, a broken exhale, a relief so deep it registered in her whole body, a shudder that ran from her chest to her hips to the place where my cock was buried inside her. She arched into my hand, pressing her breast into my grip, offering more.

I took the nipple between my thumb and finger. Rolled it gently. She cried out. Her pussy clenched around me, a sudden spasm that gripped my cock so tight I saw stars, and the sensation almost pushed me over the edge. I moved to the right breast, cupping, squeezing, rolling the nipple, giving it the same attention, and she whimpered, a sound I’d never heard from Bridget, a sound from the deepest, most hidden part of her.

“Cody. Oh god, Cody. Fill me up.”

Her voice was halting. Quiet. Each word chosen, pulled from somewhere deep, the thing she’d been hiding from herself for years finally spoken aloud in the bed where she’d slept alone since Mike.

“Give your godmother a baby.”

The words came out trembling. Not feral like Heather. Not bratty like Cassie. Devotional. Every word meant something because the last line she’d drawn was dissolving beneath her. Every syllable was a confession.

“I want to carry your child. I want to be round with your baby. I want to feel you inside me every day. Please. Cody, please.”

I sped up. Deeper strokes, driving into her with more force, feeling the head of my cock press against her cervix on every thrust. Her heavy tits bounced with each impact now, the soft flesh rocking against her chest, nipples tracing wider arcs, the heavy weight rippling. Her eyes were wet. Not crying yet. Almost. Her pussy was gripping me in steady rhythmic pulses, her body’s response to the breeding talk that was coming from her own mouth, the words unlocking something physical and primal.

“Please, Cody. Please. Fill me up. Give me your baby. I want it. I’ve wanted it. Please.”

I cupped her face with one hand. She turned into my palm. Kissed it. Her tears started then, not the silent kind, the kind that came with a sound, a soft keening that was relief and desire and the accumulated weight of years alone breaking at once.

“Don’t stop.” She pulled me closer with her legs, her thick thighs wrapping around my waist, her heels digging into my lower back. “Don’t ever stop. Give me everything.”

I drove deeper. Held her gaze. The tears ran down her temples into her hair and she didn’t wipe them and she didn’t look away. She was crying and moaning and both sounds came from the same place, somewhere deep, somewhere behind the fabric and the responsibility and the careful fiction that she didn’t need this.

She needed this. Had needed it for longer than either of us would say. PROCREON-9 made her honest about it. But the need had been there since before the first dose, since before the program, since some unnamed moment when the boy she’d raised had become a man she couldn’t stop looking at.

“Cody. Cody, I’m going to…”

Her walls clenched. Hard. A rhythmic, milking grip that intensified with every stroke. I didn’t slow down. I sped up. Harder, deeper, driving into her on the bed that had been empty for too long. Her tits bounced. Her tears flowed. Her voice cracked open.

“Fill me up. Give me your baby. I want your child inside me. Please. Please. Please.”

She came.

The orgasm was a sound I’d never heard from anyone. Half moan, half sob. Her back arched off the bed, her heavy breasts lifting, the dark rose nipples pointing at the ceiling, her hands clawing my shoulders hard enough to leave marks. Her pussy clamped down in violent, rhythmic waves, milking my cock with a desperation that was physical and emotional simultaneously, the walls contracting so tight around me that I couldn’t have pulled out if I’d wanted to. Her whole body shook, trembling beneath me, the orgasm rolling through her in waves that I could feel from the inside, each contraction stronger than the last.

I came inside her.

Deep. As deep as I could go. The first pulse hit her cervix and she cried out, a fresh wave of tears, a fresh wave of pleasure, her pussy clenching around the pulse as if to hold it there. I held her hips and drove in, seating myself completely, grinding against her cervix, and the enhanced volume pumped into her in thick, heavy pulses. She felt every one. Her eyes went wide with each throb, the sensation of being filled registering on her face like revelation, like prayer answered. The warmth spread between us, each pulse adding to it, and her pussy milked me through every one, the rhythmic contractions pulling the cum deeper, pulling it where her body wanted it.

“Cody.” My name. Whispered. Wrecked. “I can feel you. I can feel all of it. So warm. So much.”

Her hand found mine and pressed it against her lower belly, the same gesture Heather had made, but softer, trembling, the fingers lacing through mine. She held my hand against the place where my cum was flooding her, and she cried, and the tears and the pleasure were the same thing.

She wrapped her legs tighter. Her arms came around my back, pulling me down onto her, her full body pressed against mine, her breasts compressed full and soft between us, her face buried in my neck. She was crying. Not quiet tears. Real crying, the full-body kind, the kind that shakes you from the inside out, the kind that comes from holding everything together for so long and finally letting everything go.

I held her. Stayed inside her, my cock still pulsing the last of it into her body. Let her cry.

“I’ve wanted this since the day I shouldn’t have wanted it,” she said. Into my neck. Through the tears. “Since the day you turned sixteen and I looked at you in the kitchen and saw a man instead of a boy and hated myself for it.” She pulled back. Looked at me. Her face was a wreck, mascara she rarely wore streaked on her cheeks, her brown eyes red and bright and blazing. “And I don’t care anymore. I don’t care. I want this. I want you. I want to carry your child.”

I kissed her forehead. The skin smooth, the faint lines that worry had etched there. I kissed her nose. She laughed through her tears, a hiccup of a sound, surprised by tenderness in the middle of confession. I kissed her wet cheeks, tasting salt, tasting relief, tasting tears that had been held for years and were finally allowed to fall. I kissed her mouth. Slow. Thorough. The kiss of a man who was exactly where he was supposed to be.

“I’m here,” I said.

“Stay.” She held tighter. Her arms around my back, her thick thighs around my hips, her full breasts pressed against my chest. The whole weight of Bridget Sutton, the woman who’d carried everything for everyone since Mike’s death, allowing herself to be held by someone else. Allowing the weight to transfer. “Don’t leave the bed yet.”

I didn’t.

We lay in her bed. The bed that had been hers alone since Mike died.

The tears had stopped. What replaced them was stillness. She’d set down the weight she’d been carrying alone for too long. Her body knew it before her mind did.

My hand was on her chest, between her breasts. I could feel her heartbeat. Fast, slowing.

“Mike would understand,” she said. Soft. Not to me. To the room. To the bed. To the memory of the man who’d slept here once. “He told me, before the end. He said, ‘Bridge, don’t you dare stay alone. Don’t you dare wait for something that’s already gone.’ I thought he meant dating. Going to dinner. Meeting someone.” She looked at me. “He meant living, Cody. He meant not dying slowly in a house full of bills and responsibilities and no one to touch you.”

I held her hand. She turned it over. Laced her fingers through mine.

“The program gives me money,” she said. “Twenty-five hundred a month. It saves the house. It covers the bills.” She squeezed my fingers. “But what just happened in this bed? That’s not the program. That’s mine. That’s us.”

She pulled back enough to look at my face. Her hand traced my jaw. The jaw that looked older than eighteen. The jaw she’d watched change shape over the years, from a boy’s rounded softness to this, the angular line of a man who’d grown up in her kitchen.

“I used to watch you sleep,” she said. “When you first moved in. You were eight and you had nightmares about your mother and I would stand in your doorway at two in the morning and watch your face until the nightmare passed. And then one day the nightmares stopped. And I kept checking. Every night, for years, I’d walk to your door and listen. Just to make sure you were okay.”

She smiled. Small. Sad. “And then you turned sixteen and I stood in your doorway one night and you’d kicked the covers off and you were sleeping in your boxers and I looked at you and I saw a man, Cody. Not a boy. A man. And I stood there for ten seconds and then I went to my room and I lay down in this bed and I hated myself so much I couldn’t breathe.”

I pressed my lips to her hair. She smelled like her shampoo, the drugstore floral, and underneath it, the salt of tears and the musk of sex and the raw, honest scent of Bridget’s body at rest.

“I stopped checking after that,” she said. “I made myself stop. For two years, I didn’t stand in your doorway. I didn’t look. I pulled the cardigan tighter and I went to bed early and I told myself it was the loneliness, not the boy. Not the man. Just the loneliness.”

She looked at the ceiling. “And then the drug, and the program, and the money, and suddenly the cardigan wasn’t enough. The early bedtimes weren’t enough. The pretending wasn’t enough.” She found my hand again. Squeezed. “So here I am. In this bed. With you inside me. And I’m not pretending anymore.”

I kissed her. Slow and unhurried. She kissed back with unhurried devotion, nowhere to be and no one to hide from.

We stayed. She fell asleep with her hand on my chest, her breasts pressed warm against my side, her breathing slow and deep and peaceful. The first peaceful sleep I’d heard from her since the program started. No muffled sounds through the wall. No bitten-off moans. No quiet sobs at the end.

Just sleep. Deep and real and earned.

I didn’t leave. The afternoon light went orange, the shadows stretched, the room turned gold around us.

I heard Cassie’s key in the front door at four-fifteen. Her backpack hit the floor. She opened the fridge. Closed it. Her footsteps came up the stairs, light, barefoot, and she paused in the hallway outside the master bedroom’s closed door. I could hear her breathing shift. A moment of stillness. Then she whispered “finally” so quietly that only the drug’s enhanced hearing caught it. The word carried weight. Relief. Approval. The sound of a daughter who’d been watching her mother drown in loneliness for five years and had just heard her take a breath.

Then her footsteps continued to her room. Her door closed gently.

Bridget slept on. Her hand curled against my chest, fingers loose. The robe was on the floor where it fell. Her outer layer hung on the bathroom door handle, both shields she’d hidden behind for years left where they landed.

She wasn’t alone anymore.


Chapter 21: The Waiting Room

The three-month checkpoint was on a Friday.

Bridget had been nervous about it all week. Not visibly, because Bridget didn’t do visibly nervous. But I’d learned her tells over six years of sharing a kitchen. She stirred things faster when she was anxious. She hummed louder. She pulled the cardigan tighter, even though the cardigan had mostly retired from active duty. On Wednesday she’d made meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and a salad, the full-production dinner she reserved for nights when she needed something to do with her hands. Cassie had eaten two plates and said “this is either really good or you’re really stressed,” and Bridget had said “both” and left it at that.

The checkpoint was simple in theory. Every participant could opt out at the three-month mark. Walk away with full prorated compensation, no penalty, no questions. Sign the termination form or sign the continuation. The choice was the point. The choice was the consent proof, the clinical evidence that PROCREON-9 did not compel. If a woman walked in and signed her continuation, she was confirming with her own handwriting that she was there because she wanted to be.

PRRI, the Procreon Reproductive Research Institute. Regional headquarters. Twenty miles into the city, a glass-and-concrete building that looked like it had been designed by someone who thought architecture should intimidate and had succeeded. The parking lot was clean enough to perform surgery on. The lobby had marble floors and a reception desk with two people behind it and a hush that only existed in buildings where everyone was paid enough not to make noise.

Bridget drove. Her Honda coughed its way through traffic, the engine complaining about the highway speed the way it always did. The tune-up I’d paid for last month had helped, but the car was twelve years old and held together by electrical tape and Bridget’s refusal to let anything she owned die without a fight.

I sat in the passenger seat in jeans and the Save-Mart polo I’d forgotten to change out of. She was in her work clothes, blouse and slacks, her auburn-highlighted hair clipped up with the tortoiseshell barrette. She drove with both hands on the wheel, careful, steady, ten and two.

“Are you nervous?” I asked.

“No.” A beat. “A little. Not about the signing. About seeing Heather there.”

“You see Heather every day.”

“I see Heather across the fence with coffee. I haven’t seen Heather in a clinical setting where we’re both signing forms about the same man.” She adjusted her grip on the wheel. “It’s different.”

It was different. She was right.

Heather was already in the waiting room when we arrived.

She was in a wraparound dress, teal, fighting the same losing war as every dress she owned. Her chest strained the wrap, the neckline gaping to show the upper curve of cleavage that deepened with every breath. She was sitting with her legs crossed, one heel dangling off her foot, scrolling her phone. Her platinum hair was freshly dyed, the roots gone, the blonde bright under the PRRI fluorescents.

She looked up when we walked in. Her green-hazel eyes went from me to Bridget and back, and her expression opened for a fraction of a second, recognition, acknowledgment, of the fact that the three of us were standing in the same room for the first time since all the lines had been crossed.

“Hey, sweetheart,” she said to me. Then, to Bridget: “Hey, Bridge.”

“Hey, Heather.” Bridget sat in the chair two seats from Heather’s. Not adjacent. Not far. The distance of neighbors who knew things about each other they hadn’t discussed yet.

Lila called Heather first.

They went into a consultation room off the lobby. Through the frosted glass, I could see Lila’s silhouette, standing, clipboard in hand. Heather’s silhouette, sitting. The shapes were familiar: Lila’s slim profile, the heart-shaped ass even visible in silhouette when she shifted her weight. Heather’s unmistakable chest-first stance, the generous chest projecting even through frosted glass.

They were in there for ten minutes. When the door opened, Heather walked out first. She was holding a signed form. She held it up as she passed me.

“I’m staying,” she said. Matter-of-fact. No hesitation. She sat back in her chair and crossed her legs. “The drug does not compel. I chose. I’m choosing.”

The canonical consent proof. On the page. Said aloud, in the waiting room, with Bridget two seats away. The three-month opt-out existed to prove that every participant was there voluntarily, that the compound amplified but never forced, that the choice to continue was made with clear eyes and a full understanding of what the program was and what they were doing.

Heather had chosen with clear eyes. Every part of her was clear.

Lila called Bridget next.

Bridget stood. Smoothed her blouse. Walked into the consultation room. The door closed.

Through the frosted glass: Bridget’s silhouette, sitting. Lila’s, standing. The clipboard. The form. They talked. Bridget’s silhouette was still, composed, the careful posture she’d maintained for years. Then her hand moved. Reaching for the pen. She held it.

Two seconds. Three. Four.

She wrote her name.

She came out holding the signed continuation form. Her face was neutral, controlled. But her brown eyes, when they found mine, were bright with relief she couldn’t hide.

“Signed,” she said. Sat down.

Heather looked at Bridget. Bridget looked at Heather. The two women, neighbors for fifteen years, sitting in the PRRI waiting room after both signing their continuation into a clinical trial that had put the same man inside both of them.

“So you’re…” Heather started.

“Yeah,” Bridget said.

“How long?”

“A few weeks.”

“Is he…”

“Yeah.”

“Me too.”

The exchange was half-sentences. Fragments. The shorthand of women who’d known each other long enough that the words between the words carried the meaning.

Heather leaned back in her chair. Looked at the ceiling. “Well,” she said. “I guess we’re in this together.”

“I guess we are.”

“He’s good, isn’t he.” Not a question. A shared observation. Heather said it with a small smile, the kind that carried gratitude and hunger and quiet satisfaction, the look of someone who’d been starving and had finally found a table set for her.

Bridget’s skin went pink above the collar of her blouse. “He’s…” She searched for the word. Gave up. “Yeah.”

“Yeah.” Heather’s smile widened. She reached across the empty chair between them. Put her hand on Bridget’s forearm. “We’re not going to be weird about this, are we?”

“No.” Bridget looked at Heather’s hand on her arm. “We’re not.”

“Good. Because I’ve been bringing you coffee every morning for fifteen years and I’m not stopping because we’re sleeping with the same man. Life is weird. Coffee is constant. These are the rules.”

Bridget laughed. Short, surprised, genuine. Tension breaking, the specific relief of discovering that the conversation you’ve been dreading is actually going to be okay. The tension in her shoulders eased. The cardigan she wasn’t wearing didn’t get pulled tighter because it wasn’t there. She was in her work clothes, exposed, vulnerable, sitting in a clinical waiting room next to the woman who’d been her neighbor for fifteen years and her lover’s lover for three weeks.

“God. Heather.”

“What? It’s true.” Heather squeezed Bridget’s arm. Her green-hazel eyes were warm and steady, five years of empty bed behind her and the clarity of someone who’d decided that sharing was better than alone. “The program pays us. The drug makes us honest. The money saves our houses and our sanity. And Cody is…” She glanced at me across the waiting room. The look was not subtle. It was Heather. Heather was never subtle. “Cody is exactly what they designed the drug for. And I’m not giving that up. And neither are you. So we figure this out like adults.”

“Like adults who bring each other coffee,” Bridget said.

“Exactly. Like coffee-delivering adults who happen to share a man and a fence gate and possibly, in the near future, some very interesting childcare logistics.”

Bridget’s eyes went wide. Heather grinned. The word hung in the air between them: childcare. Logistics. The implication settled like a stone in still water.

Lila appeared in the hallway. “Mrs. Donovan? I have your lab results if you’d like to review them.”

Heather stood. Squeezed Bridget’s arm one more time. “We’ll talk. Over the fence. Like always.” She followed Lila down the hallway.

Bridget sat alone in the waiting room. I was in the chair across from her, but for a moment she seemed to forget I was there. She was looking at the frosted glass where Heather had disappeared. Her hand went to her belly. Flat. Resting below her navel, fingers spread.

Not because she knew anything. Not because there was a test or a symptom or a sign.

Because she was thinking about it.

The same way Heather thought about it on the kitchen floor. The same way the drug made them both think about it, the fertility enhancement turning the theoretical into the visceral, the possibility of pregnancy from a distant concept into a felt, present, wanted thing.

She noticed me watching. Her hand came off her belly. She folded both hands in her lap.

“The program is working,” she said. Neutral voice. Responsible-adult voice. But the flush hadn’t faded and her eyes were still bright.

“It is.”

“The money. The drug. All of it.” She paused. “I signed because of the money, Cody. That’s what I told myself. The mortgage. The bills. The practical reasons.”

“And now?”

She looked at me. The neutrality slipped. What replaced it was honest and complicated and warm.

“And now I’d sign even if it paid nothing.”

“Let’s go home,” she said. “I want to make dinner and sit at our table and look at you across the kitchen and not pretend I’m not looking.”

She stood. Smoothed her blouse. Picked up her purse with the quiet efficiency of a woman who’d been managing logistics since before I moved in and could organize a departure from a waiting room with the same precision she brought to organizing a household budget.

We drove home in the Honda. The cough was slightly better since I’d paid for the tune-up last week. Bridget drove with both hands on the wheel, careful and steady, ten and two like Mike taught her. I sat in the passenger seat and thought about two women signing their names on a form that said: I choose to continue. Freely. Clearly. With full knowledge of what I’m choosing.

Both of them had walked in, sat down, and signed without hesitation.

At home, Cassie was at the kitchen table with her sketchbook. She looked up when we came in.

“How was the checkpoint?”

“We signed,” Bridget said.

“Both of you?”

“And Heather.”

Cassie nodded. She was drawing something with quick, sharp strokes: a doorway. An open doorway with light spilling through it and something dark on the other side. She didn’t look up.

“I sign at my appointment next week. In case anyone was wondering.” A pause. Another stroke. “I’m staying too. Obviously.”

“Obviously,” I said.

“Don’t make it a big deal.” She shaded the dark side of the doorway. “It’s just paperwork. Three signatures on three forms in a building with marble floors that probably cost more than our car.”

“Bridget’s car,” I said.

“The collective car. The family car. The car that sounds like it’s filing a formal complaint every time it starts.” She added a detail to the drawing. “I’m staying because the money is real and the tuition is covered and PROCREON-9 makes me feel things I was already feeling but louder, and because you’re worth staying for.” She said it without looking up. Without inflection. The way she said everything that actually mattered: fast, flat, delivered under cover of a distraction so she could pretend she hadn’t said it.

“That was almost emotional,” I said.

“Don’t get used to it.”

It wasn’t just paperwork. We all knew it. The paperwork was the proof on the page that what was happening in this house and next door was chosen, not compelled. The three-month checkpoint existed so that a clinical board could point to a document and say: she was not forced. She chose to continue. Freely. Clearly. With full knowledge. Every three months, every woman would have the chance to leave, and every three months, they would choose to stay.

Bridget made dinner. Her chicken and rice, the lemon version, the comfort food she defaulted to when she needed to cook something that felt like an answer even if the question was too big for a kitchen to contain.

Cassie complained about her ceramics professor, who had told her that her clay work was “technically proficient but emotionally guarded.” She’d responded by sculpting a wall. An actual wall, four inches high, with a tiny door in it that was welded shut. “I called it ‘Boundary,’” she said. “He gave me a C-plus and said it was ‘on-the-nose.’ I said ‘that’s the point.’ He said ‘exactly.’ I still don’t know if he hated it or loved it.”

I made coffee while Bridget wiped down the counter. We moved around each other in the small kitchen, the choreography of years. She hummed. A different song tonight. Something with a pulse.

“The program is good for us,” she said. Not to me specifically. To the kitchen. To the dishes. To the house. “All of us. It’s good.”

“It is.”

She handed me the last plate. Our fingers touched on the ceramic, and she held on, a beat longer than the dish required.


Chapter 22: Equal Opportunity

Cassie cornered me in the upstairs hallway on a Thursday evening.

Cassie’s version of cornering wasn’t physical so much as gravitational. She didn’t grab your arm or plant herself in front of you. She just appeared in the path between where you were and where you were going, and the sheer force of her personality made you stop.

Bridget was in the kitchen making dinner. The sound of oil popping in a pan and garlic hitting hot oil drifted up the stairs. Cassie stepped out of her room as I passed, cadmium under her nails, oversized sweater, sharp eyes already locked on me. She blocked the path to my door with her narrow body, one hip cocked against the wall, weight on one bare foot, the thigh-gap visible below the sweater’s hem.

“I heard you with my mother last week,” she said.

I stopped.

“Tuesday afternoon. In her bedroom. The walls are thin and the drug made my ears excellent.” She delivered it flat, deadpan, the bratty register stripped down to pure information. “I heard her say your name. I heard her say other things. I heard her cry.” She paused. “And I heard you with Heather through the fence on Thursday. Her windows were open. She moans like a dying elk, by the way. Tell her to close her windows.”

I choked.

“Don’t choke. It’s not helpful.” Cassie leaned against her doorframe. “I’m not judging. I’m informing. I know about Mom. I know about Heather. I’ve known about Heather since the first week because she texts you with the subtlety of a foghorn and your phone lights up at dinner.”

“Cassie.”

“Not done.” She held up one hand, blue acrylic still under her nails. “I’m also in the program. I’m also on the compound. I’m also sleeping with you, in case you forgot, which I hope you didn’t because that would be insulting.” She lowered her hand. “So here’s the situation. My mother is sleeping with you. The neighbor is sleeping with you. I’m sleeping with you. And Lila watches you like you’re a lab result she wants to take home, because yes, I notice things, and the fence-gate gossip pipeline between her mother and mine is not exactly encrypted.”

She shrugged. One shoulder. The oversized sweater slipped, showing the bare skin of her collarbone, the hard point of a nipple under thin cotton.

“I’m in too,” she said. “I’ve been in since the bathroom doorway. I just want you to fuck me again before dinner.”

She added: “Also, seriously. Heather. The windows. It sounds like someone’s torturing a walrus.”

I was still processing. Cassie had delivered the entire emotional landscape of the household in sixty seconds with the tonal range of a weather report.

“You’re okay with this,” I said.

“I’m okay with this.” She turned and walked toward my room. Over her shoulder: “I’m not competing with my mother or the neighbor. I’m not jealous.” She said it firmly, like she was testifying. “I’m practical. The program exists. The drug exists. You exist. We all want what we want, and PROCREON-9 made it impossible to pretend otherwise. So we stop pretending.” She pushed my door open. “Now come fuck me before dinner gets cold and Mom asks why we’re both upstairs.”

My room. My bed. The spiral notebook on the nightstand, the same notebook where I tracked stipend payments and mortgage balances and the clean math of a life that was being rebuilt one deposit at a time. She glanced at it. Picked it up. Flipped through two pages.

“You track everything in here?”

“Everything financial.”

“Everything financial.” She set it down. Looked at me with those sharp hazel-green eyes. “You should add a column for ‘women who’ve accepted the situation.’ Save time.”

“You and your little math book.” She pushed me onto the bed. “Sit.”

I sat. She stripped in front of me. Cassie stripped the way she did everything: fast, efficient, with an eye roll.

Sweater off. Tossed on the floor. Small firm B-cups, hard nipples, the petite frame that made her look delicate until you saw the strength in her arms from hauling canvas and sculpture wire. Panties kicked aside. Bare feet. Auburn hair shoved behind both ears.

She straddled me. Facing away. I watched her settle onto my thighs, the tight little ass framing the view, her narrow back with the freckles across her shoulder blades, the stick-and-poke moon on her inner wrist as she braced herself.

“My turn,” she said. “Your bed. My rules.” Reverse cowgirl. She reached between her legs, found my cock through my jeans, and unbuttoned them with fingers that were quick and sure and had been doing this exact motion in her imagination for longer than she’d admit. She pulled me free. Hard, the perpetual drug-state colliding with the reality of Cassie Sutton, naked and assertive, on my lap.

She gripped me. Stroked once, testing, adjusting. Her hand was small around my shaft, the contrast sharp, her slim fingers not quite closing around the circumference.

“The drug definitely enhanced this,” she said over her shoulder. “I want that on the record.”

She positioned herself. Guided me to her entrance. I could feel the heat of her before we connected, the slickness already coating the head of my cock.

She sank down.

Her pussy gripped me tight, the walls clenching immediately, hot and slick and impossibly snug. She was smaller than Heather, tighter, every inch of my cock registering against the narrow channel, the fit so different from the bombshell next door that it might as well have been a different act. The sensation was sharp and intense, her small body wrapped around me like a fist. She braced her hands on my thighs, her fingers digging into the denim, and lifted.

The view from behind was devastating. Her tight little ass bouncing on my cock, the flesh firm and compact, each drop sending a ripple through the pale skin. The dimples at the base of her spine flexed with each rise and fall. I could see everything from this angle: her pussy stretched around my shaft, the slick pink lips gripping me, sliding up as she lifted, disappearing as she dropped back down. Her auburn hair fell between her shoulder blades. The stick-and-poke moon on her inner wrist was visible as she gripped my legs.

She looked back over her shoulder. Hazel-green eyes dark with arousal.

“You like watching yourself disappear into me?” She grinned. The bratty grin, sharp and feral. “Good. Remember this when you’re next door with the MILF. Remember what this tight little pussy feels like.”

She rode. Hard, fast, her petite body slamming down onto me with a force that belied her size. The slap of flesh on flesh filled my room, her tight ass hitting my thighs with a sharp, rhythmic smack. She bounced on my cock with aggressive confidence, every line already crossed, staking territory, her wetness coating the base of my shaft, running down to my balls.

I grabbed her hips. Controlled the pace. Slowed her down, made her feel every inch of every stroke, pulling her hips into a grinding rotation instead of a vertical bounce.

“Don’t slow me down,” she said.

“I’ll go at whatever pace I want.”

She tried to speed up. I held her. Firm grip on her waist, my hands nearly spanning the width of it. She writhed, frustrated, the brat in her warring with the part that wanted to be controlled.

I spanked her. Hard. My palm on her ass while she rode. The sound was sharp. She yelped. Then moaned.

“Again.”

I spanked her again. The pink handprint appeared on her pale skin. She arched, pressing back into my palm.

“Breed me too,” she said. The bratty register at full power, but urgency behind it, real and honest. “Don’t you dare get Heather pregnant and leave me out.”

I grabbed a fistful of her auburn hair. Pulled her head back. She arched, her back curving, her small tits pointing at the ceiling. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic pulses.

“Equal opportunity,” she gasped. “That’s what the program is. Equal fucking opportunity. Breed me. Fill me up. Don’t hold back.”

I fucked up into her from below. Hard. Meeting her downstrokes with upthrusts that hit her cervix. She screamed, the sarcasm cracking, the edges dissolving into honest, raw sound. Her hands clawed at my thighs. Her hair was wound around my fist. Her compact ass bounced in sharp, fast drops.

“I’m going to cum,” she gasped. “Cody. Cody, I’m…”

She came. But this time the mask didn’t shatter. It dissolved. The difference mattered. In her bedroom two weeks ago, the orgasm had ripped her open by surprise. This time she let it happen. She rode the wave with her eyes open, looking back at me over her shoulder, her face honest and unafraid, the hazel-green eyes bright and steady even as her body shook. No panic. No scramble to hide. She came like a woman who’d already crossed the line and was done pretending it hadn’t happened. Her thighs shook on either side of mine, her stomach muscles fluttering, the orgasm rolling through her in slow pulses she didn’t try to fight. She kept her gaze on mine through every wave, and her jaw softened, and for a moment her face was just open.

She clamped down on me and the orgasm ripped through. I finished deep inside her. The first pulse hit and she made a sound, a gasp of surprise and satisfaction, feeling the heat flood her body, the thick warmth pooling deep. The second pulse, the third, each one pumping into her tight little pussy while her walls milked every drop, the contractions pulling my cum deeper, her body working me with an efficiency that was involuntary and relentless. She held me in with her internal muscles, squeezing calculatedly now, clenching, keeping me deep, refusing to let a drop escape.

“Equal opportunity breeding,” she said. Breathless but steady. The brat tone was back, but lighter now, worn comfortably instead of wielded as a shield. She wasn’t rebuilding walls. She was just being Cassie, the real version, the one where the sarcasm and the softness coexisted without a war between them. “If you knock up Heather and not me, I’ll never forgive you.”

She lifted off. My cock slid free with a wet sound. Cum followed immediately, a thick streak running down the inside of her thigh, warm and white against her pale skin. She looked down at it. Then at me. Then she climbed off the bed, picked up her sweater, pulled it on.

“Dinner in twenty,” she said. She paused at the door. Looked back. Not the bratty over-the-shoulder exit from her bedroom two weeks ago. A real look. Warm. Brief. Then she was gone, her narrow hips disappearing through the doorway. The door left open.

From downstairs: “Cassie? Dinner’s almost ready.”

“Coming, Mom.”

Bridget’s voice. Warm. Normal. The voice of a woman making dinner for her household, unaware or fully aware that her daughter had just been in my bed, and either way the dinner would be served and the table would be set and the domestic rhythm would continue.

I pulled my jeans up. Buttoned them. Sat on the bed for a moment.

I went downstairs. Washed my hands at the sink. Set the table. Three plates, three forks, three glasses. The fourth chair sat empty against the wall, the way it had since Mike died. Someday, maybe, somebody would sit in it again. The thought arrived and settled without drama.

Cassie was already seated, scrolling her phone, sweater back on, the sarcasm fully reassembled. She’d put her hair in a messy bun and she had a new streak of blue paint on her wrist that she hadn’t washed off. She looked up when Bridget brought the food.

“Smells good, Mom.”

“It’s just chicken.”

“Your chicken is good. I’ve been saying this for years and you never believe me.”

“Because you also said my meatloaf was good, and then I overheard you telling Cody it tasted like a sponge.”

“A well-seasoned sponge. There’s a difference.” Cassie took a bite. “This, however, is genuinely good.”

Bridget sat. Looked at Cassie with a warmth that was automatic and genuine, the warmth of a mother who’d been raising this particular disaster of a daughter for nineteen years and couldn’t imagine stopping. Looked at me with a warmth that was newer and more complicated. We ate.

I told them about Danny’s latest incident at the Save-Mart. He’d reorganized the cereal aisle alphabetically, which sounded reasonable until you realized he’d done it by the last letter of each brand name, so Cheerios was next to the organic granola and Lucky Charms was between the rice cakes and the protein bars.

“The manager found it at noon,” I said. “Danny said it was an art installation.”

“Was he fired?” Bridget asked.

“Danny can’t be fired. He’s the only one who knows the inventory system. He built it. In his head. On purpose, so they’d never fire him.”

Cassie laughed. The real laugh, short and bright, the one that crinkled her nose. “Danny is an evil genius operating at a level we can’t comprehend.”

“Danny is a guy who found a boat behind a Denny’s.”

“Which is exactly what an evil genius would do.”

Under the table, Cassie’s bare foot found my ankle. Pressed. Her toenails, chipped purple, scraped gently against my skin. She didn’t look at me. She was looking at Bridget, laughing about Danny’s cereal installation, and her foot stayed steady and present against my ankle through the rest of the meal.

I ate my chicken. The kitchen was comfortable. The house was solid. The mortgage was paid. Three women were sleeping with me, and all three of them knew about each other, and the thing I’d been bracing for, the explosion, the confrontation, the jealousy, the territorial crisis, hadn’t come.

What had come instead was quieter. An acknowledgment. A reshaping. The household adjusting around a new truth without the explosion I’d braced for.

After dinner, Cassie swept the kitchen floor while Bridget loaded the dishwasher. I took out the trash, the bag heavy with the week’s accumulation. When I came back in, they were arguing about whether the broom belonged in the pantry or the hall closet. They existed in the easy, frictionless orbit of two people who loved each other deeply and showed it through arguments about storage.

“Movie night?” Cassie said, leaning the broom against the counter.

“What movie?” Bridget asked.

“Something terrible. Obviously. We still haven’t watched the shark tornado, but I’m saving that. Tonight I found one about a giant octopus fighting a mega-shark. The CGI looks like it was rendered on a calculator.”

“Why do you seek these out?”

“Because art should challenge us, Mom. And nothing challenges the human spirit like a rubber tentacle slapping a submarine.”

We watched something terrible. Cassie on my right, her legs tucked under her, bare feet occasionally poking my thigh. Bridget on my left, her robe warm against my arm, her hip pressed to mine. The same arrangement as week one, the same sectional, the same lamp. But Bridget’s hand found my knee under the blanket, and Cassie’s foot rested against my calf, and the movie was so bad all three of us were laughing by the second act.


Chapter 23: Lila’s Office, 11 P.M.

The three-month review was scheduled for a Thursday evening. Eight o’clock.

The day had been normal. Morning run. Save-Mart shift, nine to two, stocking produce with Danny, who had graduated from selling broken appliances to a new scheme involving a “limited-edition” energy drink he was buying in bulk from a warehouse in Glendale. “It’s got electrolytes,” he said. “And something called taurine. That’s from bulls. Bull energy, Cody. You can’t put a price on bull energy.” I told him I could, actually, and the price was zero. He sold three cases to the night-shift manager by four o’clock.

After my shift, I went home. Bridget had left dinner in the fridge with a note: Plate on the middle shelf. Microwave two minutes. Cassie ate the rest of the garlic bread. I tried to stop her. B. The note had a small smiley face drawn in the corner, which was new. Bridget didn’t draw smiley faces. The drug, or the happiness, or both.

The clinic was closed to regular appointments by six, but Lila kept late hours for the donor check-ins. Something about data integrity and controlled environments. Something about being a clinician who didn’t leave until every chart was filed and every number was where it belonged.

Something about wanting to see me alone.

The Northridge Reproductive Health Clinic at eight o’clock on a Thursday night was a different building from the one I visited during the day. The strip mall was dark, the nail salon and the tax office closed, their signage off. The clinic’s front window glowed with the fluorescent spill from the reception area. One car in the parking lot: Lila’s compact sedan.

She buzzed me in. The reception was empty. The waiting room chairs sat in their rows, vinyl surfaces gleaming under lights that hummed too loud in the silence.

“Back office,” she said through the intercom.

I walked down the hallway. Past the exam rooms, both dark. Past the sample-collection room with its sterile cups and laminated instructions. To the windowless office at the end of the hall, the small room where Lila Donovan sat behind a desk with a computer, a filing cabinet, and a clipboard, and ran the regional Phase II cohort with the precision of someone who believed that data could contain the messiness of human desire.

She was at the desk. Navy scrubs, slightly rumpled from a long day. Brown hair down tonight, not in the low ponytail. It fell past her shoulders, straight with a slight wave at the tips. The glasses were on, wire-framed, sitting on her nose. Small gold studs in her ears.

She looked tired. Worn from carrying two things at once: the professional weight of running a clinical trial and the personal weight of watching everything she felt play out in data she reviewed weekly.

“Have a seat,” she said.

I sat in the chair across from her desk. The room was small. Close quarters. Clinical antiseptic layered over her soap, mild and clean, and below both, a faint warmth that three months of professional distance couldn’t fully mask. The compound hadn’t been administered to her. She wasn’t a participant. But proximity to the pheromone field, to me, to her own mother’s transformation, had worn the edges of her composure thin.

“Let’s review your data,” she said.

She opened a folder. Charts. Numbers. Graphs with axes I couldn’t read. She walked me through them with the steady clinical voice she’d used since my first visit.

“Sperm count: up forty-two percent from baseline. Motility: ninety-seven percent. Viability indices: off the standard chart. We had to rescale.” She turned a page. “Every woman in your cohort is showing enhanced fertility markers. Ovulatory regularity improved by an average of thirty-one percent. Sensitivity indices, lubricant production, pheromone receptor expression, all elevated beyond Phase I projections.”

She set the chart down. Looked at me over her glasses.

“Your cohort has the highest outcome metrics of any group in the regional Phase II trial. By a significant margin.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means the regional director is going to read this report and pull you into her office.” She clicked her pen. Twice. “It means your data is going to the top of the PRRI hierarchy. It means you’re the most successful donor in the program.”

She said it clinically. Data points and outcome metrics. But the pen-clicking was a tell. Lila clicked her pen when she was nervous. She cleaned her glasses when she was buying time. She tucked her hair behind her ear when she was uncomfortable. I’d been watching her tells for three months.

“How’s your mother?” I asked.

The pen stopped clicking. Her jaw tightened. Microscopically. The Lila Donovan version of a five-alarm fire.

“My mother is a participant in the trial,” she said. Level. Professional. “Her data is confidential.”

“I’m not asking about her data.”

“I know what you’re asking.” She set the pen down. Removed her glasses. Cleaned them on her scrub top, the gesture slow, careful. Buying time. “She’s… changed. The compound has made her more open. More vocal. More…” She trailed off. Put the glasses back on. “She texts me things she didn’t used to text me.”

“About the program?”

“About you.” Lila looked at the desk. “She tells me things about you that a daughter shouldn’t hear from her mother and that a clinician definitely shouldn’t hear about her subject.” She exhaled. “And I read your cohort data every week, Cody. Every number. Every metric. Every outcome report. I know exactly what your body is doing and what it’s doing to every woman in your cohort.”

She looked up. The clinical poise was intact, but the cracks were visible now. The composure that had been flawless on day one, the professional distance that kept her on the safe side of the clipboard, had been wearing thin for twelve weeks.

“I watch my mother walk differently because of you,” she said. Quiet. Not clinical. “I watch Bridget smile in a way I haven’t seen in years. I read Cassie’s intake data and I know what the drug is doing to her body, and I know that the changes in her cortisol levels and her oxytocin production aren’t just pharmaceutical. They’re you.”

She set the clipboard down on the desk. Removed her glasses. Set them beside the clipboard. Two shields set aside.

She looked at me.

“And every week I come into this office and I tell myself that I’m the clinician, not the patient. That my job is to run the intake and file the data and maintain professional distance from the donor.” Her voice was still steady. Her hands were not. They rested on the desk, fingers slightly curled, and there was a tremor in them that she couldn’t hide. “And every week it gets harder.”

The clock on the wall behind her said 11:07. The three-month review had taken over three hours. Neither of us had noticed.

She stood. Came around the desk.

She kissed me.

Not gently. Not clinically. Hard. Both hands on my face, fingers in my hair, pulling me to her. Her mouth was warm and tasted like clinical mint and black coffee and underneath both, purely Lila, a warmth she’d been keeping locked behind professionalism for three months.

I kissed her back. My hands went to her waist. She was slim through the scrubs, the fabric hiding a body I’d only seen from a distance, from behind, through sterile corridors. But my hands found her hips, narrow, and then slid to her lower back, and then lower, and for the first time I held the ass I’d been watching since the first day.

Heart-shaped. Round. Generous on her slim frame in a way that was impossible to appreciate through scrubs until you felt it under your palms. My hands cupped both cheeks and she pressed into me, her body against mine, and she moaned against my mouth.

The moan was the most unprofessional sound I’d ever heard Lila Donovan make. Low, involuntary, everything she’d been holding back pouring through the crack in her composure.

She pulled away.

Stepped back. One step. Two. Put her hand on the desk to steady herself. She was breathing hard. Her cheeks were flushed, the color vivid against her usually composed, slightly olive complexion. Her hair was mussed from my hands. Her scrub top was untucked on one side.

She straightened the scrub top. Tucked it. Smoothed her hair. Picked up her glasses. Put them on.

The professional slid back over her like a mask lowered on strings. Slower than Cassie’s post-sex recovery, each element of composure restored with the deliberate precision of someone who’d built her entire adult life on the ability to maintain control.

“Not yet,” she said.

Her voice was steady. Barely. The tremor was there, controlled, held in check by willpower and training and the fact that she was standing in her own clinic, in the office where she filed the data that tracked everything my body was doing to every woman in her cohort.

“Not while I’m running the intake. Not while I’m the clinician who holds the contracts and reviews the data. The ethical line is clear and I am not crossing it.” She swallowed. “After. When the trial is over. When I’m not the gatekeeper anymore. After.”

Her shaking hands found the clipboard. Picked it up. Held it in front of her like a shield.

“Your cohort data goes to the regional director this week,” she said. Professional voice. Slightly rougher than usual, but professional. “Dr. Lorraine Renton. She runs PRRI. She’s the architect of the Phase II protocol.”

“Okay.”

“You’re going to hear from her.” Lila looked at me over her glasses. The look was a warning. A forecast. What’s coming is bigger than what’s here. “Be ready, Cody. The data you’ve produced is the best the program has ever seen. She’s going to want to understand why.”

She walked me to the front door. The clinic hallway was quiet, our footsteps the only sound. When she reached the door, she unlocked it. Held it open.

I stopped in the doorway.

“Lila.”

“Go home.” Steady voice. Shaking hands. The glasses reflecting the fluorescent light. “Go home to your women. I’ll see you at your next check-in.”

She closed the door behind me. I heard the deadbolt slide home. Through the glass, I could see her silhouette walking back down the hallway to her office. She paused midway. Put one hand against the wall. Stood still for five seconds.

Then she straightened and walked the rest of the way.

I drove home. The streets were dark, the suburb still, the streetlights throwing orange pools on the asphalt. The radio was off. The taste of Lila’s mint and coffee was still on my lips. My hands on the steering wheel still remembered the shape of her ass in my palms, the heart-shaped curve I’d been watching through scrubs for three months and had finally touched.

And a fifth woman was about to enter the picture. A regional director I hadn’t met yet, reading cohort data that represented every woman in the program. That represented me.

The neighborhood was quiet when I pulled in. Bridget’s Honda in the driveway. Heather’s house dark across the fence. The porch light on, which meant Bridget had left it for me, the same way she left the porch light on every time I was out past dark, a habit from when I was fourteen and she wanted to make sure I could find the door.

At home, the house was dark except for the kitchen light. Bridget had left a plate of food wrapped in foil on the counter with a note: Didn’t know when you’d be home. Microwave two minutes. B. Below the note, a smiley face. The same smiley face she’d been drawing on notes since the kitchen kiss. A small, private signal. I’m thinking of you.

I microwaved the plate. Sat at the counter and ate. Her chicken and rice, the lemon version, still good after a microwave reheat. The kitchen was quiet. Through the ceiling, Bridget’s breathing was the slow, deep rhythm of sleep. She slept well these days. Deep, full nights. A body being touched after years of nothing. A mortgage that was paid, a house that was standing, and a man in her life who did the dishes and tracked the money and came to her bed when she said his name.

Across the hall upstairs, Cassie’s phone glowed under her door. Then went dark. She was asleep, or pretending to be, which with Cassie was the same thing until she decided it wasn’t.

I went to bed. The spiral notebook on the nightstand showed the quarter’s math: $25,500 in stipend payments plus $3,200 in cycle bonuses. The mortgage arrears cleared. Cassie’s tuition covered for the full year. $5,000 given to Heather for medical debt. The household account had a balance that didn’t make me anxious.

Lila Donovan had kissed me. In a windowless office at eleven at night, she’d pressed her body against mine and moaned against my mouth and then put her glasses back on and walked me to the door.

Not yet. After.


Chapter 24: Lorraine’s Summons

The quarterly all-cohort review was at PRRI on a Wednesday afternoon.

Bridget bought me a suit.

She didn’t tell me she was doing it. She went to a department store on her lunch break, the one across town that she never went to because the prices were for people who didn’t check price tags, and she picked out a charcoal two-button jacket with matching slacks and a white shirt that she’d held against the light to check the cotton weight and a tie she’d chosen because it was the exact blue of my eyes. She paid with money from the program stipend, the first purchase she’d made for herself or for anyone else that wasn’t groceries or bills or mortgage payments since the workers’ comp ran out three years ago.

She hung it on the back of my bedroom door with the garment bag unzipped so I’d see it when I opened the door. The receipt was in the pocket, folded, with a note in her careful handwriting: This is an investment. Not a gift. B.

I found it at nine that evening.

“You can’t go to PRRI in a Save-Mart polo,” she said from the kitchen when I came downstairs holding the tie. “You represent this household.”

“I represent a clinical trial.”

“You represent us.” She turned from the stove. Brown eyes warm, certain, color blooming along her throat the way it did when she let herself say what she meant. The robe was tied with the single knot. The cardigan was on the chair, not on her shoulders. She looked at me holding the tie with an expression I couldn’t fully read. Proud, maybe. Proud in a way that tightened her mouth and brightened her eyes, the way a woman looks when the boy she raised is going somewhere that requires a suit. “Wear the suit, Cody.”

Cassie passed through the kitchen with a glass of orange juice. Looked at the tie. Looked at me. “If you need help tying that, YouTube is your friend. Mom doesn’t know how to tie ties. Dad used to do it himself.” She paused. “Actually, I’ll do it. Mike taught me before he died. He said every Sutton should know a full Windsor.”

She tied the tie in my room the next morning, her paint-stained fingers surprisingly precise on the silk, the knot tight and centered. She stepped back. Assessed.

“You look like someone who makes decisions,” she said. “Don’t let them know you stock dairy coolers.”

I wore the suit.

It fit. She’d guessed my measurements from years of washing my clothes and doing my laundry. The jacket sat across my shoulders, slightly broader now than they’d been three months ago. The PROCREON-9 had done its work: shoulders fuller, chest slightly wider, the lean-athletic frame filling out to match the jaw. I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror. The suit made me look twenty-five. The jaw made me look twenty-two. The eyes looked older than all of it.

PRRI was a glass-and-concrete building that looked like it cost more than the Sutton and Donovan houses combined. The lobby had marble floors. The elevator had a camera. The conference room on the seventh floor had a view of the city that spread to the horizon.

I was the only male donor in the room.

Twelve female participants sat around a long table. Different ages, different backgrounds, different bodies. Some I recognized from clinic waiting rooms. Most I didn’t know. They were all in the regional Phase II cohort, all dosing with PROCREON-9, all matched to the same protocol. I was their common variable.

Lila was there. In the back of the room, a folder pressed to her chest, navy scrubs replaced by a professional blouse and slacks. She looked different outside the clinic. More like a person, less like a function. Her hair was pulled back in the low ponytail she wore at work. The glasses were on. She caught my eye and gave a single, controlled nod.

Then Lorraine Renton walked in.

The room changed. Postures straightened. Conversations dropped by a degree. The fluorescent air conditioning seemed to click down a notch.

She was tall. Five-ten in the heels she was wearing, which added two inches. Slim and willowy, long-limbed, a build that didn’t carry curves but carried authority in the way it moved through space. Dark hair with silver streaks, pulled back in a French twist that looked like it had been engineered by a structural architect. Steel blue-gray eyes behind reading glasses she used to look at people over, not through. Sharp jaw. Lab coat draped over one arm, revealing a tailored sheath dress underneath that fell straight from shoulder to knee, no hourglass, no sway. The body was a line. The presence was a weapon.

She walked to the head of the table. Set a leather portfolio down. Placed the lab coat on the chair. Took her seat.

She did not smile. She did not offer pleasantries. She put on her reading glasses, opened the portfolio, and began.

“Good afternoon. I’m Lorraine Renton, Regional Director. Welcome to the quarterly review.”

Her voice was low-pitched, measured, unhurried. She spoke at a volume that made you lean in, not because she was quiet but because the room instinctively adjusted its attention to meet her where she was. She never raised her voice. She didn’t need to.

She presented the cohort data. Charts on a screen. Numbers that meant little to me in isolation but landed heavily in aggregate.

“Conception viability indices are up twenty-three percent across the regional cohort. Participant satisfaction scores are in the ninety-fourth percentile. Donor output metrics have exceeded every Phase I baseline by a significant margin.” She clicked to the next slide. “One cohort has outperformed all others.”

The slide showed a graph. One line sharply above the rest. My cohort.

“Cohort Seven, based at the Northridge Reproductive Health Clinic.” She looked up from the slide. At the room. Her steel blue-gray eyes found me across the table and held. “Every participant in this cohort shows enhanced fertility markers that exceed Phase I projections. Conception viability in this group is the highest across all twelve regional sites.”

She let the numbers sit.

“Additionally, this cohort’s satisfaction scores are the highest in the program. Retention at the three-month checkpoint: one hundred percent. Every participant re-signed.” She closed the portfolio. “These are not typical results.”

The room was quiet. Twelve women and one man around a table, the data on the screen making explicit what had been private.

Lorraine removed her reading glasses. Set them on the portfolio. Folded her hands.

“I’d like to thank all participants for their continued commitment. The Phase II trial is producing outcomes that will shape the next stage of Procreon’s development.” She looked around the table, her gaze resting briefly on each person, assessing, cataloging. “Individual follow-ups will be scheduled through your intake nurses. This concludes the formal review.”

Chairs scraped. People stood. The room broke into the murmur of departure.

“Mr. Hayward.”

I stopped. Turned.

Lorraine was standing at the head of the table. The room had mostly emptied. Lila was by the door, watching.

“A moment, please.”

I walked to where she stood. Up close, the height was more noticeable. In her heels, she was an inch shorter than me, maybe two. The sheath dress fell straight, the slim body a line of authority, no curves to distract from the posture. The silver streaks in her French twist caught the fluorescent light. Those eyes studied me over the reading glasses she’d placed back on her nose.

“Walk with me,” she said.

I followed her out of the conference room, down a hallway with glass walls that looked out over the city, to an office at the corner of the building. Her office. Glass on two sides, the city visible in every direction. A desk of dark wood, clean, organized. A lab coat hung on the back of her chair. Diplomas on the wall. A single photograph on the desk, face-down, the subject invisible.

She closed the door. Sat behind the desk. Gestured to the chair across from her.

“I’ve read your data, Mr. Hayward,” she said. “All of it.”

I sat. The leather chair was cold. The office was cold. Lorraine Renton was cold in the way that deep water is cold: not hostile, just capable of drowning you if you weren’t careful.

“Your output metrics are the best this program has produced in three years of clinical trials. Your cohort’s performance is an outlier in every category. The women in your group are showing fertility enhancement results that exceed our most optimistic models.”

She opened a folder on her desk. Read from it without looking up.

“Sperm count forty-two percent above baseline. Motility near-perfect. Viability at the ninety-ninth point nine-seven percentile. Refractory period reduced by sixty percent. Ejaculate volume enhanced by one hundred and forty percent.” She looked up. “You are, in clinical terms, the ideal donor. The prototype the drug was designed to produce.”

She closed the folder.

“I want to see you in my office at the beginning of next quarter for a Phase Two compatibility assessment.” She folded her hands on the desk. The nails were short, unpolished, practical. “Phase Two is the next stage of the trial. It involves an expanded protocol, an expanded cohort, and an expanded role for the primary donor.”

“Expanded how?”

“That’s what we’ll discuss at the assessment.” She looked at me. Her gaze held mine without blinking. No warmth in them. No chill either. Assessment. The look of a scientist studying a result that had exceeded her hypothesis.

“I designed this protocol, Mr. Hayward. I wrote the grant proposal. I developed the dosing schedules, the matching algorithms, the outcome metrics. I built PROCREON-9’s clinical pathway from a molecule on a slide to a Phase II trial across twelve regional cohorts.” She paused. “And your data is the first time the results have matched what I knew the drug could do.”

She stood. Extended her hand.

I stood and shook it. Her grip was firm, dry, practiced until it projected exactly the authority she wanted.

“We have a great deal to discuss, Mr. Hayward. Be ready.”

She did not smile. She did not blink. She looked at me the way a scientist looks at a breakthrough result.

Lila was waiting in the hallway outside the office. She walked me to the elevator in silence. In the reflective surface of the elevator doors, I could see her face: composed, professional, but a tension in her eyes that hadn’t been there an hour ago. Concern, maybe. Or anticipation. Or both.

“What’s Phase Two?” I asked.

“Dr. Renton will explain at the assessment.”

“You know what it is.”

She pressed the elevator button. Looked at me. “I know what the Phase One data suggests. I know what the Phase Two protocol is designed to evaluate.” She paused. The elevator arrived. The doors opened. “Be careful, Cody. Lorraine Renton is the most brilliant person I’ve ever worked for. She built this program. She has reasons of her own for investing in its success.”

“What reasons?”

“That’s not my information to share.” She stepped back. The elevator doors began to close. “Just be ready.”

The doors closed. I rode down to the lobby alone.

In the parking lot, Bridget’s Honda was waiting. She was in the driver’s seat, reading something on her phone. When I got in, she looked at me.

“How did it go?”

“Good. The data’s strong.”

“And the director? Lorraine?”

“She wants to see me next quarter. Phase Two assessment.”

Bridget was quiet for a moment. Then she started the car. The Honda coughed. The engine caught.

“Is she tall?” Bridget asked. Her hands on the wheel, eyes on the road, the question delivered with careful casualness, definitely not asking what she was asking.

“Five-ten.”

“Pretty?”

“Intimidating.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

“No. They’re not.”

Bridget nodded. Processed that. Pulled out of the parking lot with the Honda protesting the acceleration curve. “That’s what Heather said. She’s seen her at the clinic once. Says she looks like the kind of woman who fires people for fun and then sends a professionally worded email about it.”

“She looks like the kind of woman who designed a clinical trial and expects the results to match her predictions.”

“And yours do.”

“Mine exceeded them.”

Bridget drove. The city thinned. The suburbs appeared. The houses got smaller, the lawns got wider, the mortgage notices got more personal. She drove with both hands on the wheel, the careful steady driving of a woman who’d been responsible for everything since her husband died.

“The program is bigger than I thought,” she said. Quiet. “It’s not just us. It’s not just the neighborhood. It’s a whole operation.”

“Yeah.”

“And they want more of you.”

I looked at her. Her profile in the streetlight. The auburn highlights. The crow’s feet. The tired, warm, beautiful face of the woman who’d raised me and slept with me and signed her continuation form without hesitation.

“They want the data,” I said. “I’m the data.”

“You’re more than data.” She reached across the console and took my hand. Squeezed. “You’re Cody.”

We drove home. Through the neighborhood. Past the Save-Mart where I still worked Tuesday and Thursday shifts. Past Northridge State where Cassie was probably in her studio. Past the clinic where Lila was probably sitting in her windowless office, filing the report that would land on Lorraine Renton’s desk.

Home. The Sutton house. White siding, splintering bench, the Honda in the driveway. Through the fence, Heather’s kitchen light was on.

Bridget parked. We went inside. Cassie was at the table with cereal, too lazy to cook. She looked up.

“How was the big review?”

“The regional director wants a one-on-one next quarter.”

Cassie’s eyebrow went up. The one with the piercing. “Is she hot?”

“She’s a scientist.”

“That’s not what I asked.” Cassie ate a spoonful of cereal. “Never mind. I’ll google her.”

I went upstairs. Changed out of the suit. Hung it on the back of my door where Bridget had placed it that morning. The fabric still smelled faintly of the department store and strongly of the clinical air of PRRI.

On the nightstand, the quarterly math was already done. The money was doing what money does.

Whatever Phase Two meant, it could wait until next quarter.

Home.


Chapter 25: The Envelope

Saturday evening. The first quarter of the program was complete.

The morning had started like most Sutton house Saturdays. Bridget made coffee at five-thirty even though nobody drank it until six-fifteen, a habit that outlived the man it was made for. Cassie slept through her first alarm, her second alarm, and a targeted knock from Bridget at eight-fifteen. She finally emerged at nine wearing my other hoodie, the navy one, and declared herself “present but not participating.”

I sat at the kitchen table with the spiral notebook and did what I always did on Saturday mornings. The math. The accounting of a life that was changing in numbers I could track.

First quarter stipend: $25,500 base plus $3,200 in cycle bonuses. Total: $28,700.

Mortgage arrears cleared: $2,400. Mortgage brought current and one month ahead: $1,200. Cassie’s full-year tuition: $16,000. Bridget’s credit card balance reduced by $4,000. Furnace inspection and repair: $800. Bridget’s car tune-up: $450. $5,000 given to Heather toward medical debt. Remaining household savings: $850.

Every dollar accounted for. Every problem from three months ago either solved or shrinking. The jar on top of the fridge had gone from eighty-two dollars to six hundred. The mortgage was current. Cassie’s tuition was paid.

Bridget had cried when I handed her the check for the mortgage.

She was standing in the kitchen on a Tuesday morning with a printed bank statement in her hand, looking at a balance that didn’t make her chest tight, and the tears came from a place so deep she couldn’t stop them and didn’t try.

“You saved this house, Cody.”

She said it simply. The way she said everything that mattered. No drama. No embellishment. Just the truth, stated at the kitchen table, with coffee growing cold.

“We saved it,” I said.

“You. The program. Your body. Your decision.” She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. The same gesture, the same efficiency, the same woman who’d been solving problems with nothing but willpower and a calculator. Except now the problem was solved and the resources were flowing and the thing she was wiping away was relief, not exhaustion.

That was Tuesday. She’d put the bank statement on the refrigerator with a magnet, which was where Bridget put things she wanted to see every day. Cassie’s A-minus on a painting project was up there. My first program deposit notification was up there. Now the mortgage clearance was up there, between a grocery list and a takeout menu, the most important piece of paper in the house displayed alongside the most ordinary.

Saturday was different.

Saturday was the four of us at the table. Bridget had been in a good mood all day, a good mood that showed in small ways: she’d played music while she cleaned the house, something upbeat instead of the usual nineties melancholy. She’d called Heather at noon and they’d talked for twenty minutes through the fence, their voices drifting through the open kitchen window like radio chatter, Heather’s warm laugh mingling with Bridget’s quieter one.

Three chairs occupied, one empty, and for the first time in years, the kitchen felt like it might need a fifth seat. Not because anyone mentioned it. Because the energy in the room was bigger than three chairs could hold.

I’d made dinner. Spaghetti, Bridget’s recipe, the one she’d been making every other week for years. I’d watched her make it enough times to reconstruct it from memory: canned tomatoes, garlic, onion, the oregano from the windowsill pot, a pinch of sugar she added when she thought no one was looking. The secret ingredient was the sugar. She’d never admitted it.

She walked in from the living room to the smell of garlic and tomato sauce filling the kitchen and stopped in the doorway with an expression I’d never seen on her. Surprise. The good kind. The kind that comes from someone doing the thing you always do for everyone else, the thing that nobody ever does for you because they assume you’re fine doing it alone.

“You cooked,” she said.

“Bridget Sutton special. Recipe stolen from six years of watching you not measure anything.”

“I measure things.”

“You have never once used a measuring spoon. I’ve seen you estimate a tablespoon by feel. It’s terrifying and it works every time.”

Cassie set the table. She reached into the cabinet and pulled out four plates, the automatic count, the muscle memory of a household that used to be four. She held the fourth plate for a moment, looking at it, then looked at the empty chair against the wall. Something crossed her face. Not sadness exactly. Recognition. A look you give a memory when you realize you’re making new ones.

She set the fourth plate back in the cabinet without a word. Three plates. Three forks. Three glasses. The configuration of the household as it was, not as it had been. But the space at the table where the fourth person would sit felt different tonight. Less like an absence. More like a reservation.

We ate. Cassie declared the spaghetti “acceptable for a first attempt, five out of ten, generous scoring.” Bridget smiled and said it was better than she expected, which from Bridget was a standing ovation. I ate and listened to them talk. Cassie’s sculpture class had moved to a new studio space. Bridget’s coworker had finally retired and the office cake had been terrible.

Normal conversation. Domestic rhythm. The warm engine of a household that functioned because someone cared enough to make it function, and for the first time in three months, the caring was distributed instead of concentrated on one woman’s shoulders.

After dinner, Cassie swept the kitchen while I took out the trash. Bridget sat at the table with her coffee, watching us, and the look on her face was the one she wore when she was trying not to feel too much. Full of a happiness she hadn’t let herself name.

The knock on the back door came at seven-thirty.

Bridget answered it. Heather was standing on the back porch, visible through the screen door, wearing a light jacket over a tank top and yoga pants, her platinum hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She was holding an envelope.

“Can I come in?”

“Of course.”

Heather stepped into the kitchen. She looked at me. At Bridget. At Cassie, who had turned from the sink with a dish towel over her shoulder.

“I got this in the mail today,” she said. She held up the envelope. White. Clinical. The return address printed in blue: Procreon Reproductive Research Institute. Below that: CONFIDENTIAL.

“Lab results?” Bridget asked.

“Pregnancy test results.” Heather set the envelope on the kitchen table. “It’s from the three-month cycle review. Lila told me they’d mail the comprehensive panel, including the pregnancy indicator.” She looked at the envelope. “I haven’t opened it.”

The kitchen went quiet. The faucet dripped. The furnace pilot hissed.

“I wanted to open it here,” Heather said. “With you. With all of you.” She looked at me. Her green-hazel eyes were bright, and the hunger I’d seen in them for three months had been joined by vulnerability. “Whatever it says. I wanted to read it with the people who matter.”

She sat at the table. Bridget sat across from her. Cassie pulled up her chair. I sat at the head.

The head of the table. The chair beside the empty fourth one. The position I’d never occupied before. Bridget at one side. Heather at the other. Cassie adjacent. The four of us around the round table, three women and one young man, and an envelope between us that contained a result that would reshape whatever this household was becoming.

“Before I open this,” Heather said. She put her hands flat on the table, on either side of the envelope. “I want to say something.”

She looked at Bridget. “You’re my neighbor and my friend and you’ve been bringing me coffee every morning for fifteen years and I love you and I’m sleeping with the same man you’re sleeping with and I have zero regrets.”

Bridget’s eyes went wet. She nodded.

Heather looked at Cassie. “You’re nineteen and you’re sharper than everyone in this room combined and you scare me a little, honestly.”

Cassie saluted with a piece of garlic bread.

Heather looked at me. “You walked into a screening tent for fifty dollars and your sample came back at the ninety-ninth percentile and you signed a contract to save a house that isn’t even legally yours. You’ve slept with three women in two houses on either side of a broken fence gate and not one of us regrets it.” Her voice cracked, slightly. The filled lips trembled. “Whatever this envelope says. Positive or negative. This is real. What’s happening here is real.”

She picked up the envelope.

“I haven’t read it yet,” she said. “I wanted to read it with you.”

She slid her finger under the seal.

The paper inside was a single page. Clinical letterhead. Lab numbers. A grid of results, some in ranges, some with checkmarks. At the bottom, a single line in bold text.

Heather pulled the page out. Unfolded it.

She read it. Her eyes moved across the text, left to right, top to bottom. Her face didn’t change for three seconds. Four. Five.

Then it changed.

Her jaw locked. Her lips parted. The paper stopped trembling because her hands went rigid, locking the page flat against the table, knuckles white on the clinical letterhead. She read it again. Slower. Her jaw worked, the muscles tightening and releasing, tightening and releasing, like she was chewing on the words.

She looked up.

Three women in the kitchen. One young man at the table. One envelope.

Heather’s face was unreadable. Not blank. Full. Too full. Her face hadn’t decided what to do yet because the information was still traveling from her eyes to whatever part of her would have to live with it. Her eyes found mine across the table and held, and I could not tell what was in them.

“Heather,” Bridget said.

Heather set the paper face-down on the table. Pressed both palms flat on top of it.

Through the window, the Donovan house was dark. Heather was here, in our kitchen, in our light.


Thank you for reading!
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