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Chapter One

◆◆◆

Jules’s Point of View

Matt woke with a hard cock.

It pressed against my ass before his hands moved — thick, hot, the head already slick where it rested in the crease between my cheeks. His hand found my hip. His thumb pressed the bone once — the pressure he’d used on my body every morning for nine years.

The next sound wasn’t the sound of nine years.

The crinkle of a wrapper. The tear of foil.

Three weeks of condoms, and I still wasn’t used to it. The snap of latex had replaced the simplest thing in our bed — his cock finding me wet and sliding inside my throbbing cunt without ceremony, without interruption, with nothing between us. Now there was a pause. Now there was a sound that didn’t belong.

I turned my head on the pillow.

“Good morning, darling.”

He kissed my neck. His sheathed cock found my entrance from behind and pushed. The stretch was his — familiar, the width I’d memorized over nine years of mornings — but the heat was wrong. Muted. The latex took something I’d never had to think about, and its absence made me think about it every time.

He was deep inside me in two strokes. My cunt gripped him, slick, still tender from the sex we’d had after dinner on the kitchen counter. His hips drove forward, and I pushed back against him, grinding his cock deeper, feeling the head press the spot on my front wall that made my breath stall.

“Fuck me harder, Matt.”

He fucked me harder. His hand came around to my breast, not gentle, not the half-asleep groping of a man waking up. He squeezed, thumb and forefinger catching my nipple and rolling it, and the sensation ran from my breast to my clit to the place where his cock was driving into me.

Erin was beside me wide awake. She’d been awake since the wrapper crinkled — I knew because her breathing had changed, and her hand was between her own thighs, and her eyes were open, watching Matt’s cock disappear into me from behind.

“Erin.”

She looked at my face.

“Kiss me while he fucks me.”

Her mouth found mine. Warm, soft, the taste of sleep and underneath it the clean salt that was Erin’s mouth first thing. Matt’s cock drove into me from behind, and Erin’s tongue slid against mine, and the two of them worked my body from opposite ends — his cock deep in my cunt, her mouth swallowing every sound I made.

I came fast.

The orgasm hit before I expected it — a hard clench that started deep and rolled outward, my cunt seizing around his cock, my clit throbbing against nothing, my thighs clamping shut around his hips. I groaned into Erin’s mouth. She held my face and swallowed the sound.

Matt didn’t stop. He fucked me through it, his rhythm unchanged, hips slamming forward, the wet slap of his pelvis against my ass. My cunt was swollen and tingling, and each stroke dragged the head against tissue that was already too sensitive, the pleasure tipping toward the edge of pain and holding there.

He pulled out.

The sound of latex being stripped off. The condom was gone, tied, dropped on the nightstand. A new wrapper.

Then came a pause.

Erin rolled onto her back.

“My turn.”

She opened her thighs wide, deliberate, her knees falling apart the way they did when she’d been watching and her body had already decided. Matt knelt between her legs. His cock stood hard and shining.

“I don’t know how you do it, Matt.”

“Are you ready?”

“Fuck yes.”

He lined himself up and slid his cock into her slowly.

I watched his cock enter Erin. Every time since Kline’s, and it still did something to me — my breath catching, my cunt clenching around nothing, the heat spreading through my thighs. His shaft stretched her open, her cunt flushed and glistening, her lips parting around him as he sank to the root.

Erin’s back arched. Her hands found the sheets and clawed them.

“Matt.”

“Tell me.”

“Fuck me harder. Don’t hold back.”

He drove his cock into her. His body had changed since Morocco. Leaner. His arms harder, his chest broader, the muscle working under his skin as he fucked her.

My hand found her clit — swollen, slick, the hood pulled back to expose the raw nerve. I pressed my finger against it and rubbed slow circles while Matt’s cock filled her cunt, and Erin’s hips lifted off the bed, chasing both of us, her body caught between his cock and my hand.

“Erin. Look at me.”

“I’ll cum too soon.”

“Please.”

She opened her eyes. They were dark and unfocused. I held her gaze while I rubbed her clit and while Matt’s cock stretched her cunt. My finger on her clit. Matt’s cock inside her. The smell of sex and sweat and the faint rubber scent of latex that didn’t belong.

Matt was close. I worked Erin’s clit harder. His rhythm shortened — deeper strokes, the grunt escaping him on each thrust. His jaw tightened. His hands gripped Erin’s hips.

“Cum inside her, Matt.”

His hips slammed forward. I felt the pulse through my hand on Erin’s body — the condom catching what used to flood her, what used to pool inside her and leak slowly while she slept, what I used to lick from between her thighs.

The condom caught it all.

Erin came seconds later. My finger circled her clit through Matt’s last strokes, her cunt clenching around his softening cock, her thighs trembling, her mouth open, the sound she made low and long and given away without a fight.

Matt pulled his cock out carefully. The condom came off — full, heavy, and tied shut. Two used condoms sat on the nightstand beside the lamp.

I looked at them.

“I hate those things.”

Matt kissed Erin’s stomach — both scars, his lips tracing the old one and the new one. Then he kissed my mouth, stood, pulled on shorts, and walked downstairs. Bare feet on hardwood.

The espresso machine clicked on.

Erin and I lay in the wreckage. Sheets twisted. Pillows on the floor. The morning light came through the window and fell across the bed, across our legs tangled together, across the two tied-off packets of latex full of Matt’s cum that sat on the nightstand like evidence of a crime neither of us had committed.

I ran my hand down Erin’s stomach. Past the scars. Through the dark hair between her thighs. My fingers found her cunt — still swollen, still warm, still slick with her own arousal. But empty. No cum leaking onto the sheet. No warmth pooling between her thighs. Just her.

“I miss Matt’s cum.”

“I know, Jules.”

She covered my hand with hers.

“One more week.”

“One more week.”

The clinic had confirmed three viable follicles in Erin’s remaining ovary. Tuesday was set. The eggs were there. Everything after Tuesday was the part that kept me awake — whether the lab could fertilize them, whether the embryo would survive the transfer, whether my body would hold what Erin’s body had made.

“The condoms don’t matter, Erin.”

“I know.”

“I want to carry yours and Matt’s baby.”

“I know.”

Erin’s egg. Matt’s sperm. My body.

I stood up and held out my hand.

“Shall we shower?”

“Yes. Please. Matt will join us.”

“He will.”

The water came on cold — one three-second jet of ice before the heat arrived. Erin flinched and laughed. The laugh never changed.

I pulled her under the warm water. Her body against mine — lean, hard, the ridges of her stomach against my softer one, her smaller breasts against mine, the rings on her finger catching the light. The pink diamond and my mother’s eternity band, both on the same finger, both blinding when the water hit them.

I watched the water gather between her breasts and run down her stomach, following the line of the new scar — fading from pink toward silver now, the railroad-track marks almost gone. My fingers followed the water. My palm settled over both scars, the old and the new, the same place Matt’s hand found every night in his sleep.

“Jules.”

“Mm.”

“Are you scared?”

The water drummed its rhythm on the tile. Steam had thickened around us, softening the edges of the wet room until the frosted glass was gone and the only sharp thing left was Erin’s face, close to mine, waiting.

“Yes.”

“You haven’t slept properly in days.”

Erin smiled. She’d learned the topography of my anxiety — not from Matt, who’d mapped it across a decade of marriage and knew every ridge and fault line, but from living in the same house, the same bed, the same mornings, and from understanding a woman in ways men couldn’t.

She’d watched me count things that didn’t need counting. She’d watched Matt put the cortado in my hands when I couldn’t stop working. She’d watched us, and then she’d stopped watching and started understanding.

Matt knew how to wait for me. Erin knew how to find me. Between the two of them, I didn’t have anywhere left to hide — and standing under the water with my worst fears running down the drain, I didn’t want to.

“Tell me what’s worrying you, Jules.”

I put my hand on the tile behind her. The ceramic was warm, wet, and steady, and I needed something steady.

“I want to have yours and Matt’s baby. I want it even more than mine and Matt’s.”

The words came out smaller than I’d planned.

“It makes this real between us.”

“Are you worried about my eggs?”

“No. I’m worried about the process. Aren’t you?”

She nodded and rested her forehead on mine. The water split around our faces, running over both our mouths.

“Yes. I am worried.”

I kissed her.

Her mouth tasted like water and the faint copper of morning, and underneath both, the taste I’d first discovered the night she stayed. The kiss was slow. The kiss of two women standing under water, who were about to do something with their bodies that few people understood.

Erin needed me to carry her baby, but she didn’t realize — or maybe she did — that I needed to carry her and Matt’s child just as much.

Her hand moved to my stomach. Flat. Her palm pressed against the skin below my navel — the place where, if the science worked and the eggs were good and the embryo took, her child would grow inside me.

“Three people are making a baby, Jules.”

“We have to get this right, darling. The parenting, the relationship between us. This has to last — and not just because of children.”

“Before you and Matt, I didn’t think permanence was something I got to have. I thought staying was a thing other people were built for.”

“I’m glad it never worked out for you, Erin.”

“Why?”

“Because someone else might’ve kept you first. And I don’t say this lightly, sweetheart — Matt and I agree. We can’t imagine life without you. Any of it.”

“I’m not doing this for babies either, Jules. You’re the first couple I wanted to be with, and you’ll be the last.”

“Will we all grow old together?”

“Yes. And with our tribe of children.”

“I’ll be a happy broodmare.”

I felt the vibration of her laugh through the fingertips on my stomach. I watched her thumb move — a small arc below my navel, tracing the place that wasn’t anything yet. Her jaw tightened. The muscles around her mouth did the thing they did before the rest of her caught up, and her eyes got brighter in a way that had nothing to do with the water.

“What’s the matter, Erin?”

“I have to make a sacrifice with you. Not the condoms. That’s easy.” Her voice dropped. “I don’t want you to ever feel like I’m taking advantage of you, Jules.”

A tear ran down her cheek. The shower was running over both of us, but tears fall differently from water. Slower. Warmer.

“That door swings both ways. I’m doing you no favors. Your egg. My body. Matt’s sperm. There’s a cosmic geometry to it. Our children will have a father and two mothers. It can’t work any other way.”

“I know.”

The bathroom door opened. Matt stood in the doorway holding two cups.

“Cortados first.”

He set the cups on the vanity and stripped off his shorts.

“Then what?”

“Your sister called. She tried your phone, then mine.”

“What did Claire say?”

“She needs to meet you. At the office.”

“Her office?”

“Yes.”

His cock hung soft against his thigh — spent, the morning’s work done. He stepped under the rain head between us, and the water hit his shoulders and ran down his chest, and the wet room held three bodies the way it had held three bodies since the first morning after Kline’s.

I pressed my forehead to his chest. Erin pressed hers to his back. We stood under the water and didn’t move.

The water ran. Downstairs, the espresso machine ticked its thermal sigh — the sound of a house settling around three people who’d sold everything they owned to be here.

The kitchen had changed.

Not the room — the room was the same kitchen where Matt had made Erin her first cortado, and I’d told him I’d fallen in love with her. The espresso machine still sat on the counter. The herb pots still lined the windowsill. The olive jar still stood where it had stood since the night at Kline’s. The room was the same. Its purpose wasn’t.

Matt’s laptop sat beside the espresso machine — open, a spreadsheet of roaster contacts in Casablanca, and a new lead in Medellín his old Huila broker had sent over. A sample bag of cacao nibs from a cooperative in Oaxaca sat on the counter, and the kitchen smelled different now — coffee and chocolate and the faint sweetness of the nibs mixed with the familiar scent of whatever herb was dying on the windowsill because none of us had remembered to water it since Morocco.

Erin’s laptop was at the table. Three screens of tabs — health insurance, shipping regulations, and USDA import requirements for agricultural products. A color-coded calendar filled one screen: green for wine, brown for coffee, red for chocolate, blue for IVF appointments.

My laptop sat between theirs. Producer spreadsheets. Tasting notes from Meknès. A draft email to Leila about a first-shipment trial of the Volubilia — the Syrah that had changed everything, tasted in a cellar where Fatima’s cousin had poured us a glass and watched us lose the ability to speak.

Three laptops. Three cortados. Three stools.

We’d turned the kitchen into a startup.

Matt handled coffee and quality. The sourcing, the roasting relationships, the sensory work that made his palate worth what we’d invested. He’d been honest with the company, explaining that he would start with a partnership, then set up his own roaster close to home.

He tasted everything twice and trusted nothing he hadn’t cupped himself.

I handled wine and quality. The producer relationships and tasting notes that would become the backbone of our brand. Fatima’s Volubilia was the flagship. I’d found three more producers in the Guerrouane appellation, and a fourth in Fès doing something remarkable with Carignan that I’d need to taste in person. The wine side was mine. Except now I wasn’t selling someone else’s work. I was building something.

Erin handled everything else. Due diligence. Project management. Contracts. Importing logistics and scheduling. She managed the spreadsheets that turned our ideas into timelines and timelines into tasks. She’d taken the brain that built murder cases from crime-scene evidence and pointed it at a startup, and the startup thrived.

She’d restructured the entire business model from the back seat of a Land Cruiser between Casablanca and Meknès. Matt should roast his own beans — own the product, not just source it. Both of us should control the production chain — bean to cup, grape to glass. Dark chocolate was the bridge, the product that linked coffee and wine and gave us three revenue streams from Two Beans and a Cork.

Nobody argued with Erin’s logic because it was airtight, and delivered with the flat, evidence-presenting voice she’d once used to walk juries through a murder scene. The only difference was that now the evidence was margins, and nobody had died.

Matt handed me my cortado. The white heart sat on the surface — the wrist-flick he’d perfected nine years ago and performed three times every morning.

I sipped. The Huila was still the Huila — dark cherry, raw cacao, the toasted almond finish that lasted longer than most wines I’d sold. Our husband’s coffee was his love language.

Erin’s fingers moved across her keyboard. The rings caught the morning light with each keystroke.

I called my sister.

“Is everything okay, Claire?”

“Come to the office. Bring Erin and Matt.”

“Okay.”

She hung up before I could ask why. Claire didn’t usually hang up on me. Claire probed into my life, talked over me, interrupted me, told me I was being dramatic, and then proved her point with a joke that landed before I could argue — but she didn’t hang up.

Matt and Erin looked at me across the kitchen counter. Three cortados cooling. Three laptops open.

“We should leave now.”

“Claire wants all of us?”

“Yes, Erin.”

Matt closed his laptop without saving. Erin closed hers and picked up her keys.

The warehouse sat on Braddock, south of the rail yards, in a row of identical concrete buildings distinguished only by their loading docks and the logos painted above them. Ours said VINES — the name Claire and I had argued about for three weeks before she won, because Claire always won the arguments that didn’t matter so I could win the ones that did.

Ten thousand square feet. One office staff, one warehouse crew. It was a decade of six AM phone calls and customs paperwork and pallets that arrived damaged, producers who promised allocation and gave it to someone with a bigger checkbook.

Despite all of that, we’d become a small multi-state distributor that had never once, in ten years, missed a delivery.

I hadn’t been inside since I sold my half.

The loading dock was up. Charlie sat in his forklift, moving a pallet of Languedoc reds toward the outbound staging area. He saw me and raised a hand — the same wave he’d given me every morning for seven years, as though I still belonged here and the months between visits were an afternoon.

The concrete floor smelled of cardboard and cold air with the faint sweetness of wine that had seeped into the building’s bones from a thousand opened cases. I walked between the rows. The stacks were clean, well-rotated, and the inventory tags were current. Claire still ran a tight operation.

Erin walked beside me, and I watched her eyes move — the exits first, then the structure, then the people. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. Her face said it.

“Not bad for two sisters selling from a container full of wine when we started out.”

“Not bad at all, Jules.”

Claire met us halfway across the floor. She hugged Matt first, then Erin, then me — and held me a beat too long. I felt her ribs through her blouse. She’d lost weight.

She led us up the mezzanine stairs to her office — the glass-fronted room above the warehouse floor where she could see every pallet, every forklift, every delivery that came and went. She’d fought the landlord to build the mezzanine for that office.

Inside, the desk was clean. Too clean. Claire’s desk usually lived under strata of invoices, tasting samples, Post-it notes in three colors, and a framed photo of our parents that migrated around the surface like a slow-moving chess piece. The photo was still there. Everything else was gone.

She waved her hand.

“Sit down. Please.”

She sat. We sat. Her hands were flat on the empty desk, and her fingers were shaking.

“I can’t buy you out, Jules.”

The sentence hit the clean desk and sat there.

My mouth opened, and nothing came out. The catastrophizer in my chest — the one that ran spreadsheets and calculated risk and counted minutes in parked cars — kicked over like a cold engine, and before Claire said another word, the math was already running. My half of the business. The price we’d agreed.

“I invested my savings in a pension, Claire. We had an agreement.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Mind telling me why you can’t buy me out? You’ve been asking for years.”

“I don’t have it.”

“You don’t have the money?”

“No. The business doesn’t have it either. We’re operating on fumes, Jules.”

The spreadsheet in my head turned red. I looked at Matt. His jaw had set — the tight line I’d seen in the car the night Tosh called, the face of a man processing something he couldn’t fix by standing up. Erin sat perfectly still beside him. Her hands had come off the armrests and folded in her lap — cop stillness, the posture she used in interview rooms when the suspect was about to say something that changed the shape of the case.

“I asked you here because you deserved to hear it from me. And because you three are building a life together, and a baby, and I couldn’t let you build it on money that isn’t coming.”

“How long have we been broke, Claire?”

She looked at her hands on the desk.

“Claire.”

“Three years.”

“Three years of what? The accounts say we are half a million in the black.”

Her face went into her hands. The sound she made wasn’t the sound of a woman performing grief — it was the sound of a woman who’d been carrying something for years, and the weight had finally buckled her knees. Her shoulders shook. I rounded the desk, knelt on the floor beside her chair, and put my arms around my sister.

“Tell me what happened.”

She lifted her head. Mascara tracked down both cheeks. Her eyes were swollen, and the rims were raw — she’d been crying before we arrived. She’d been crying before she called.

“I took money from the company.”

The words landed in my stomach like a glass breaking on tile. Not loud. Sharp.

“You took money?”

“I planned to pay it back. I always planned to pay it back.”

“How much?”

She couldn’t look at me.

“Claire. How much?”

“Close to half a million.”

“Fuck!”

I stood up. My legs weren’t steady. The mezzanine office tilted — just for a second, a shift in the floor that wasn’t real but that my body believed completely. Matt was on his feet. His hand found the small of my back — the two-fingered pressure at the base of my spine, the grounding gesture, the thing he’d done ten thousand times.

Erin took my arm, and they sat me back in the chair.

“What did you need so much money for?”

"My lifestyle has been champagne and cocktail parties for years, Jules."

"You're not married. We earned well."

"It wasn't enough. More parties, more men, more fun."

I stared at my sister. The woman I’d started a company with, selling from a container. The woman who’d packed cases beside me at midnight before our first trade show. The woman who’d handled the accounts because I hated spreadsheets and she loved them, and we’d divided the work the way we’d divided everything since we were children — she did what she was good at, and I trusted her.

“How did I not know?”

“I let the accountants go. Two years ago. I told you I’d found a better firm. There was no firm. I did the books myself.”

“And the numbers you showed me—”

“Were lies.”

Erin spoke one word.

“Embezzlement.”

Claire nodded. The word sat in the glass-fronted office above the warehouse floor where a decade of honest work moved on pallets below us, and the word was the ugliest thing I’d ever heard my sister agree to.

“I don’t know what to say, Claire.”

She stood up. The movement was slow and deliberate — a woman who’d rehearsed this moment. Coat on. Bag lifted from the hook behind the door. The warehouse keys slid across the clean desk toward me.

“When you figure out what to do, call me. We’ll meet.”

“What the fuck does that mean? Call you?”

“I’m leaving, Jules.”

“And what about this place?”

She stopped at the door. Her hand was on the frame, and her knuckles were white, and she turned just enough for me to see her profile — the jaw that was my jaw, the cheekbones that were our mother’s.

“The company is making a profit. But there’s no cash to pay the staff next week.”

Her voice broke on the last word.

“I didn’t wreck the business, Jules. I just ruined my sister.”

The sound that came out of my sister wasn’t crying. It was the sound of something structural giving way — a load-bearing wall that had held for three years finally collapsing. She ran for the stairs. Her heels hit the metal steps too fast, and the sound rang through the warehouse below.

Nobody stood up to chase her.

There was no point.

The green-fobbed keys sat on the desk. The warehouse hummed below us. The staff didn’t know they weren’t getting paid next week, and I had no idea how to tell them.

Erin stood up.

She smiled. Then she laughed — short, hard, the laugh of a woman reading a crime scene and finding something the first responders missed.

“What’s so funny, Erin?”

“Come with me.”

She held out her hand, walked me around Claire’s desk, and pulled the chair out.

“Sit.”

“I’d rather run.”

“Sit, Jules.”

I sat in my sister’s chair. The leather was still warm. The desk was still clean. Through the glass, the warehouse moved below me — Charlie’s forklift, the stacks, the loading dock where Claire’s car was no longer parked.

“What am I looking at, Erin?”

“A wine distribution company with ten thousand square feet, a working inventory, an established client list, and staff who showed up this morning. What don’t you see?”

“Claire.”

“What else don’t you see?”

I looked at her. Cop eyes. The flat, patient gaze she used when she already had the answer and was waiting for the witness to arrive at it.

“I see a sister who betrayed me.”

“What else?”

“I’m in shock.”

“You are in a car wreck.”

“I should have seen it coming.”

“Nobody ever sees it coming. One second, the road is clear, the next second, everything they had was broken glass and bent metal.”

“What’s your point, Erin? I can’t think straight.”

“The ones who thrived were the ones who stopped staring at the wreck and started moving.”

“Okay. Deep. True, but hard to rationalize on the day my sister betrayed me.”

“You must stop thinking about Claire. She’s gone.”

“What then? Tell me, Erin. Please.”

“There is no debt. The building is leased. The inventory’s paid for, or it wouldn’t be here. Claire said we’re about break even. She took the cash out of the company, Jules. She didn’t wreck the operation. The bones are clean.”

Matt leaned forward in his chair. His elbows were on his knees, his hands clasped — the posture he used when the numbers were moving, and his brain was moving faster.

“She’s right, Jules.”

“I have no money, Matt. My savings are locked away in a pension for the three of us.”

“I still have money from the sale of the carts.”

Erin crouched beside the chair. Her hand found my knee. Her voice dropped — not soft, not gentle. Direct.

“I also have money, Jules. Savings and my medical claim.”

“You can’t use that.”

“Why not? I’m your wife. Matt’s too, aren’t I? We can’t be legal, but we are as far as you’re concerned. You said it the—”

“The night we both came off the pill.”

She stood up and looked through the glass at the warehouse floor.

“Time to change everything, Jules.”


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

“There you are, Jules. I’ve looked all over the house for you.”

I looked up from under a basement shelf where I sat with my back to the wall, both knees raised to my chin.

The basement smelled like cardboard and packing tape and the cold mineral smell of concrete that never warmed up. Old wine cases were stacked against the far wall — Languedoc reds from a producer who’d undercut me on price and lost my business, a case of Grüner Veltliner I’d meant to send back two years ago, samples that had turned to vinegar in their bottles while I wasn’t paying attention.

Matt’s toolbox sat on the shelf above my head, alongside camping gear from Big Sur — a bag of tent poles nobody had touched since the summer before everything changed.

The single bulb at the top of the stairs threw a stripe of light across the floor. I’d put myself on the wrong side of it.

I’d been down here long enough for the tears to dry cold on my face. Long enough for the concrete to numb my tailbone and the chill to climb through my jeans and settle in my thighs. Long enough for the catastrophizer to run three full cycles — the spreadsheet in my head turning red, then black, then red again, the numbers looping without landing.

“You’re crying.”

Erin dropped to a crouch and pulled me into her arms.

Her body was warm against mine. She smelled like coffee and the cotton of Matt’s t-shirt she’d been wearing all morning, but underneath both I felt the clean warmth of her skin. She didn’t hesitate at the edge of the shadow. She didn’t ask if I wanted to be found. She crossed the basement floor and dropped to her knees on the concrete and pulled me in, and her arms closed around my shoulders before I could decide whether I deserved them.

“You’re shaking, Jules. What’s wrong?”

“I feel ashamed.”

The word came out small. Not angry — I’d get to angry. Not scared — I’d get to scared, too. I was ashamed — that cut deepest and first. Because I was the planner. I was the one who’d sat in a parked car outside Kline’s for eleven minutes watching the dashboard clock and calculating approach angles. I was the one who’d opened the bedroom and the marriage and the shower and the IVF folder, and every time I’d been ahead of the room, and now I was sitting under a shelf in my own basement because my sister had stolen half a million dollars from a company I’d built with my hands, and I hadn’t seen a single dollar of it leave.

Three years.

Three years of doctored books and no accountants and numbers that lied, and I’d looked at those numbers every quarter and signed off and gone back to my wine and my wife and my husband and my plans.

“No, darling. You’re not ashamed. You’re in shock.”

Darling.

Erin’s mouth around the word I’d given her — the word I’d used for Matt since the beginning, the word I’d first used for her the morning she walked into a crime scene wearing my panties. She was giving it back to me on a basement floor, and the sound of it cracked something in my chest that the crying hadn’t reached.

“Fucking right I am. I’ve been an idiot. I’m scared.”

“What are you scared of?”

She kneeled, spread her legs wider, and pulled me in, cradling and rocking me. Her thighs bracketed my hips. My face pressed into her neck, and her arms wrapped around my shoulders. She rocked me — slow, even, the oldest comfort there was, her body doing what her words couldn’t.

Her pulse under my cheek. Steady. The resting heart rate of a woman who’d spent a decade walking into rooms where children had been murdered and staying until morning. I pressed my face harder into her neck and breathed.

“We never failed to meet payroll before, Erin.”

The sentence broke me. Not the money — the meaning. Ten years. From a shipping container in a parking lot to a warehouse on Braddock with a loading dock and staff who showed up every morning because they knew the check would clear. That was the thing Claire and I had built that mattered more than any wine we’d shipped. Not one single week of doubt. And she’d taken a hacksaw to it while I was selling my half and flying to Morocco and tasting Syrah in cellars and making love to my husband and wife on a kasbah blanket under stars.

I’d been living.

Claire had been stealing.

The distance between those two facts was the ugliest thing I’d ever measured.

“And you won’t fail this time. The staff won’t know what happened. They’ll be paid on time. Every supplier will be paid on time. We transferred the money.”

I looked at her and cracked.

“But you got stabbed, Erin. You got compensation for losing your job, and my sister — no, me, I took my eye off the ball, and you lost big.”

The tears came hard. The ugly cry. The cry of a woman staring at what Erin’s money actually was.

Compensation. The word was obscene. As if money could compensate for a bullet that destroyed an ovary and a blade that nearly took the other one. As if a check could pay for a career ended in a conference room where four men couldn’t say the word ovary.

The woman I loved had been shot and stabbed, and the price the world paid her for both was now plugging a hole my own blood had made.

I couldn’t sit with that.

I couldn’t sit with any of it.

Erin held me. She didn’t tell me it was okay. She rocked me, and the rhythm was steady, and the concrete floor was cold under my legs. Her body was warm against my chest, and the two temperatures met somewhere in my ribs and held me.

I heard footsteps on the stairs.

Matt stooped to get under the shelf. He kissed Erin. He kissed me. Then he left.

He didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to. He’d come down to show me he was there, and he’d left because the thing I needed wasn’t him. Not right now. Right now, I needed the woman holding me — the woman whose money was in the account, who’d been shot and stabbed and who’d put what she received for both into my sister’s hole without hesitating, without complaining, without saying the thing she had every right to say.

That I should’ve been watching.

Matt’s grace was knowing when to leave. He’d done it at the bar in Casablanca when Erin and I drank Mahia. He’d done it in the kitchen while we’d sixty-nined on the living room floor. He left rooms so the two people in them could find each other, and every time he left, we three became stronger for it.

Erin kept rocking me.

“I can’t—”

“Stop, Jules. I might have to spank you.”

The laugh came out of me like a cough — wet, broken, startled out of a body that hadn’t expected to laugh for hours. It hurt my ribs, and it loosened something behind my sternum. I pulled back and looked at her face and saw the smallest curve at the corner of her mouth. The mouth that had eaten me on the kitchen floor and told me she loved me in a hospital bed and was now threatening to spank me in a basement.

“I might enjoy it.”

“You always enjoy it.”

“I do.”

The laugh settled into breath. I wiped my face on her shoulder — mascara and tears on the gray cotton of Matt’s t-shirt — and she didn’t flinch. She’d worn worse on a uniform and on body armor and on skin that hadn’t been washed for fourteen hours in a morgue.

Erin tucked my hair behind my ear. Her thumb traced my cheekbone, slow, precise — the controlled placement she brought to everything, from vodka glasses to crime scenes to the face of a woman she loved.

“Shall we join Matt?”

“Yes. He left—”

“You know why, Jules.”

“Because we needed each other.”

“Yes. Now we need him.”

We climbed the stairs. I went first, my hand on the railing, my legs stiff from the cold concrete. The hallway light was warm after the fluorescent strip, and the house smelled like coffee.

Two cortados sat on the kitchen counter, the white hearts on the surface still holding their shape. Matt had made them while I’d been under the shelf, and he’d made two, not three.

The three laptops were still open on the counter from that morning — Matt’s roaster spreadsheets, Erin’s color-coded calendar, my draft email to Leila about the Volubilia. The screens had gone dark. The cacao nibs from Oaxaca sat in their sample bag beside the espresso machine. The olive jar stood where it had stood since the night at Kline’s.

It seemed wrong.

I picked up both cortados and carried them upstairs.

Matt was in the bedroom when we found him. He lay on the bed, naked, gorgeous. His clothes were folded on the chair — jeans, t-shirt, boxers, the deliberate stack of a man who folded his clothes before lying down, even when the world was burning.

The afternoon light came through the window and fell across his chest, across the stomach he’d hardened in Morocco hauling sample crates up cellar stairs, across the cock resting soft against his thigh. He wasn’t waiting for sex. He’d taken off his clothes and gotten into bed because what came next needed skin, not fabric.

I set the cortados on the nightstand beside the lamp and undressed. Jeans, blouse, bra. Erin’s underwear — the pair I’d taken from her drawer that morning, the cotton warm against me all day, through the warehouse and Claire’s confession and the drive home, I couldn’t remember because my mind had already been in the basement before the car stopped.

I dropped them on the floor and folded into him, both of us on our sides, facing each other.

His arm came around me. His hand settled on my lower back, and I pressed my face into the hollow of his throat, and his pulse was there — slow, steady, the heartbeat I’d felt through his cock for nine years and through his chest for longer.

Erin spooned in behind me. Her body pressed against my back — lean, hard, the flat plane of her stomach against my spine, her breasts warm against my shoulder blades, her arm reaching over me to find Matt’s arm.

Their fingers interlaced above my hip. My wife and husband sandwiching me in love.

The three of us fit together the way we’d learned — someone in the middle, the other two closing around them. Erin had been in the middle the first morning after Kline’s. She’d been in the middle in the hospital, on the sofa during recovery, in the riad in Casablanca. Now it was my turn. My body between theirs, the warmth building from both sides until the cold of the concrete was gone from my bones and the basement was gone from my skin and the only thing left was the weight of two people who weren’t going to let me fall.

We slept.

The sleep was heavy and dreamless. My body shut down the way it did after hard crying — my nervous system pulling the plug because it couldn’t process one more thing while conscious. I went under with Matt’s heartbeat against my forehead and Erin’s breath on the back of my neck, and I stayed under until the light changed behind my eyelids and my body came back in stages.

Warmth first.

Then the weight of the arms around me. Then the smell — coffee and skin and the clean salt of three people who’d been lying together long enough for their scents to merge into a single thing.

We woke.

The window had gone from gold to amber. The cortados on the nightstand were cold. I didn’t know how long we’d slept — an hour, maybe two. Long enough for the shadows on the ceiling to shift. Long enough for the day to move without us.

Matt’s breathing had changed. The shallow, quiet rhythm of a man who’d been awake for a while, lying still, thinking. I’d heard that breathing the night after our quarrel about the carts, and the night after Tosh called about the morgue, and the morning he’d put on a suit and walked downstairs with a ring he’d been carrying in his pocket for three weeks.

Matt thought in silence, and the silence always arrived somewhere.

Matt had a plan.

He opened his eyes and smiled at me.

“This is perfect, Jules. Erin agrees.”

He propped himself on one elbow. His face was calm — the jaw loose, his eyes steady, the look of a man who’d pressed his hand to a problem and found it warm.

“How is it perfect?”

Erin shifted behind me. Her chin settled on my shoulder. She’d already heard this. They’d talked while I was in the basement — while I’d been crying under a shelf surrounded by dead wine, my wife and my husband had been up here building a road out of the wreck.

“The bones of your company are excellent. You now have a good reason to remove your sister and take over the company. It can be our shared platform. Erin put her money into the company, solving the cashflow crisis.”

“We split the company three ways?”

“And we continue with our plan. We can still service the existing business while doing what we agreed in wine and coffee.”

I sat up. The sheet pooled at my waist. The amber light caught dust floating in the air — slow, directionless — and I watched a single mote drift while the idea took shape.

VINES didn’t have to die. It didn’t have to be the wound. It was ten thousand square feet of warehouse with a loading dock, inventory racks, a forklift, and staff who knew how to clear customs, rotate stock, and deliver on time. It was a decade of producer relationships and a client list spanning multiple states. It was infrastructure.

Two Beans and a Cork needed infrastructure. We’d been talking about warehousing and logistics and cold-chain shipping since Morocco, and the whole time the answer had been sitting on Braddock with Claire’s name on it.

“How?”

“Ask Erin. Mostly, this was her idea.”

I turned and looked at her.

Erin lay on her side, head propped on her hand. The rings caught the amber light — the pink diamond and my mother’s eternity band on the same finger. Her face had shifted from the basement face. Not the rocking, cradling warmth. This was the cop face. The flat, patient expression she wore when she’d built the case and was waiting for the jury to sit down.

She smiled.

“We employ your sister.”

The cold hit my stomach before the words finished landing.

“Are you fucking mad?”

“No. She comes in as an employee. We pay her fairly. No shares. No access to banking or any money. No signing powers, not able to commit orders. She’s a valued staff member.”

I stared at her. This room where I’d first said Erin’s name aloud. Where she’d first stayed the night. Where Matt had traced her scar in his sleep every night without knowing what it was. And in this room, my wife had just proposed hiring the woman who’d hollowed me out.

“She’s a fucking thief, Erin.”

I started crying. Not the basement tears — those had been shame. These were anger and grief and the precise pain of hearing the word thief applied to the woman who’d packed cases beside me at midnight before our first trade show.

Claire.

My sister.

Who’d argued about the name VINES for three weeks and won because she always won the fights that didn’t matter, so I could win the ones that did. Who’d run the books because I hated numbers and she loved them. I’d trusted her the way I trusted my own hands, and the trust had been wrong, and the wrongness sat in my chest like broken glass.

Erin sat up. She took my hands. Her grip was firm — not the basement grip, not the cradling. This was the evidence grip. The hands that had laid out photographs on tables and walked juries through forensic timelines.

“She needs help. Something we can’t give her, Jules. She has to find that help, but she’s still our family.”

“So you want to employ her?”

“Yes. She knows the producers. She knows the clients. She knows the warehouse, the shipping, and the customs paperwork. Firing her loses a decade of expertise. Employing her keeps it where we can use it and keeps her where we can see her.”

Her suggestion was clean, without metaphor or accusation. It was Erin’s logic, delivered flat, the way she’d once presented blood-spatter evidence. The facts pointed in one direction. She followed them.

“It’s better to have Claire inside the tent pissing out than outside—”

I held up a hand.

“I get it.”

I didn’t want to imagine my sister pissing anywhere.

But I got it.

The anger didn’t leave — it sat beside the logic like a passenger who wasn’t ready to get out of the car. Claire at a desk. Claire without signing power. Claire, answering to the three people she’d stolen from, doing the work she’d always been good at, watched every day from a mezzanine office with glass walls that showed every pallet and every forklift and every delivery that came and went.

I’d spent the afternoon under a shelf, feeling the weight of my sister’s betrayal. Erin had spent it building a structure that turned the betrayal into a floor plan.

My chest hurt. Not from the crying. From holding two things at once — that my sister had stolen from me, and that my wife was right about what to do with her. The hurt was the stretch between them. I didn’t know if the stretch would ease or if it would stay, and I didn’t need to know today.

Matt’s hand found my knee.

“Erin’s right, Jules, and we still have plenty of money from the carts. We can rearrange pensions, shares, and move forward.”

I looked at him. The man who’d sold a hundred and twenty coffee carts to fund our future. The man who’d cried in a vineyard in Meknès because Erin’s period had started and our shared baby might be possible. He was sitting naked on our bed with his hand on my knee, telling me my wife was right about hiring my sister.

“Two Beans and a Cork needs a warehouse, Jules.”

“It does.”

“And a client list.”

“And staff who know how to move pallets and fill customs forms.”

He was right. Erin was right.

“And we will have a woman who can do the job, who’ll work twice as hard because she owes us, and who we can watch every day because she’ll be sitting at a desk ten feet below that mezzanine office.”

Erin’s mouth curved. Not a smile. The edge of one.

“Now you’re thinking.”

I wiped my face. The tears had dried. The anger was still riding shotgun, but it didn’t need to drive. Not today. Today, the plan was enough. Today the plan was more than enough — it was the shape of a future that hadn’t existed four hours ago, built from wreckage by two people who’d refused to stare at the wreck.

Matt got out of bed. He pulled on shorts and went downstairs, and a minute later the espresso machine clicked on. Beans grinding. Steam building. The sound of a man whose hands did his thinking, whose answer to every crisis — a quarrel, a morgue, a sister’s betrayal — was to make something with them.

We followed him down. The light had gone from amber to the pale gray of early evening. The day had been too long. The day had changed everything.

Erin and I leaned against the counter. Her hand found my stomach. Flat. Firm. Her palm below my navel — the same placement from the shower that morning, the same hand, the same question underneath. The place where, if Tuesday went the way we needed it to, her egg would be fertilized by Matt’s sperm to become our child inside my body.

“Tuesday.”

She said it quietly.

“Tuesday.”

The egg harvest. Three viable follicles in Erin’s remaining ovary — the ovary that had survived a bullet and a blade. The eggs were confirmed. The clinic was ready. Everything after Tuesday lived in the space between science and faith — whether the lab could fertilize them, whether the embryo would take the transfer, whether my body would hold what hers had made.

“The eggs are still there, Jules. My follicles are confirmed. Claire didn’t take anything important from us.”

“No. She didn’t.”

“The rest of it — the business, the money, the plan — we’ll build it. We’ve built harder things from less.”

I put my hand over hers. Her fingers were warm and steady. The rings pressed against my skin — the pink diamond and the eternity band, the two circles Matt and I had put on her finger on a kitchen floor while scrambled eggs went cold.

“Erin.”

“Mm.”

“Thank you for finding me in the basement.”

“I’ll always find you, Jules.”

We didn’t talk after that. The plan sat between us like a contract already signed. Matt poured three cups and didn’t bother with the hearts. We drank them standing. Then we drifted to the couch — the three of us, tangled, too tired to go back upstairs, too wrung out to speak. Erin’s arm across my waist. Matt’s legs under mine. The house ticking around us as the evening settled.

I woke again after an hour.

Erin woke too.

Then Matt.

I sat up, my knees to my chin, shaking. The same pose from the basement. The plan had helped my mind, but my body hadn’t caught up — my body was still under the shelf, still curled, still counting the dollars and the years.

Erin held me. Matt looked afraid.

Matt didn’t do afraid. My husband did steady and calm and ten yards ahead. He did patience when the coffee carts were failing and composure when Erin was in the hospital, and measured silence when I told him I’d fallen in love with a woman.

If Matt looked afraid, I was in worse shape than I knew.

Erin cupped my cheeks in both hands and stared deep into me.

“Call Claire.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Tell her you want to meet her tomorrow, here. Tell her she needs to sign over her shares.”

“That will—”

“It will start the process of forgiveness, Jules. You need to forgive her, or this will fester.”

Forgiveness.

The word sat in the room like something too large for the furniture. The plan — the company, the three-way split, Claire-as-employee — that was architecture. Forgiveness was the soil under the foundation, and without it, the foundation would crack again.

“What if she says no?”

“She can’t.”

“And what if she says yes?”

“Before that, tell her she’s forgiven. Tell her we won’t involve the police. Give her that, and you’ll feel better.”

“Jesus, Erin. I never thought for a moment—”

“She’s thinking that. Right now, your sister is thinking about worst-case scenarios. Don’t let the grass grow under your feet. Take charge.”

Erin’s eyes were steady. She was reading Claire from six miles away — the same skill that had sat across tables from broken humans in interview rooms, the same flat clarity she’d brought to forensic timelines and witness statements. She knew what Claire’s evening looked like because she’d seen a thousand evenings like it from the other side of the badge.

“Tell her about the job?”

“Tomorrow. Settle her mind about the police. You sleep with an ex-cop. She’ll be thinking—”

“Okay. Pass my phone, please.”

Erin passed my phone. I stared at the screen. Claire’s name in my contacts. The photo from two Christmases ago — both of us at the warehouse holiday party, paper crowns, champagne, Charlie photobombing with the forklift. My sister’s face grinning at the camera. She’d already been stealing from me for two years when that photo was taken.

“Every minute that passes, it will get harder to call her. All the time, she’ll be thinking about criminal charges, prison, and what comes after for women like her. No job, no man, possibly homeless. She might be an alcoholic.”

I pressed the button.

Claire answered on the fourth ring.

She was crying.

The sound of Claire crying opened something in my body I hadn’t known was still there. She was my elder sister. She’d held me when I scraped my knees on the driveway. She’d taught me to drive a stick shift, to apply lipstick, and to never let a man see me cry in a business meeting. And the sound of her crying through a phone speaker while my naked wife and my naked husband sat on either side of me was the sound of all those years folding in on themselves.

“Listen to me, Claire. I forgive you.”

She sobbed like a child. Like me when I was a child, comforted by my elder sister.

“You’re forgiven. By all of us.”

“Thank you.”

“But I need the company, Claire.”

“I know. I’ll do anything, Jules, just don’t call the police.”

“No police.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank Erin tomorrow. She’s holding us all together.”

“Thank her.”

“9 am. Our house.”

“Okay.”

“Have you been drinking?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll collect you.”

A long pause stretched.

Through the phone, I could hear her breathing — ragged, wet, the breathing of a woman who’d been drinking alone and waiting for a call that might have been from a cop or lawyer. The catharsis flowed through me the way Erin said it would. The tightness in my chest eased. The shortness of breath. The palpitations that had been humming under my ribs since the warehouse. All of it loosened, finger by finger, like a fist opening.

“Why are you doing this, Jules?”

“Because I love you.”

“Thank you.”

“Tomorrow, Claire. I’ll be at your home by 8:30.”

“I’ll be ready.”

I set my phone on the coffee table and felt the relief move through my body — warm, liquid, spreading from my chest into my arms and my legs. Erin saw it. She saw everything. She saw the relief arrive before I’d finished feeling it, and she knew what came next because Erin always knew what the body needed when the mind was done.

She took my hand and pulled me off the couch, walked me upstairs to our bedroom, calling over her shoulder.

“Matt. Now.”

He followed. Of course he followed.

“What’s going on, Erin?”

“Naked. Now.”

Matt’s shorts hit the floor.

Erin pulled her t-shirt over her head and pushed her underwear down and stood in the doorway with the hall light behind her, the scar on her stomach catching the light. The body that had survived everything the world had done to it.

She turned to me.

“On the bed, Jules. Knees and hands. Spread wide.”

I climbed onto the mattress and kneeled. Erin’s hand pressed between my shoulder blades and pushed my face into the pillow. Firm. Deliberate. The same precision she brought to everything — a vodka glass, a crime scene, the face of a woman she loved. She held me there. Face in the cotton, ass in the air, my cunt already throbbing, my knees spread on the sheet.

I couldn’t see. I couldn’t plan. I couldn’t be ten yards ahead of anyone. I could only feel.

“Matt. Fuck her hard.”

The condom wrapper tore. I heard the snap of latex, his fingers rolling it down — and even now, weeks into the condom era, the sound carried a small grief. The bare cock I’d known for nine years, the heartbeat I’d felt through his shaft on our wedding night and every night since, sealed behind a membrane so thin it shouldn’t have mattered.

It mattered.

Not enough to stop anything.

Enough to notice.

His hands found my hips — warm, steady, the grip of nine years. His thumbs pressed into the hollows above my ass, tilting me, angling me the way he’d learned I needed when a hard, rough fucking was in order.

The blunt head of his cock nudged against my cunt, dragging through the slick that had been gathering since Erin gave the order. I was already wet. My body had started without my permission — the arousal arriving ahead of the act. It always did when Erin’s voice dropped into command.

He pushed.

The head spread me open, the rim dragging against the inside of my lips as they stretched around him. I felt every ridge of cock through the latex — muted but there, the thick drag of his shaft sinking in slow until his pelvis pressed flush against my ass and the head nudged my cervix with a pressure that stalled my breath.

He fucked me slowly. Deep, deliberate strokes, withdrawing until the rim of his head caught at my entrance, then driving back in — the full length, the stretch, his hands holding me exactly where Erin had placed me.

The wet sound of his cock working in and out of my cunt filled the room. I could hear myself — the slick, obscene evidence of a body that had spent the day in crisis and was now spending itself on the only thing that could reach the place where the crisis lived.

Erin’s hand stayed flat between my shoulder blades. Pinning me. The weight of her palm said stay. The pressure of her fingers said I’ve got you. My face turned in the pillow, cotton against my cheek, and I breathed.

Then Erin’s mouth touched me.

Her hands spread my ass cheeks apart — firm, unhesitating. Cool air hit my asshole for one breath. Then her tongue — warm, wet, the flat of it dragging across the tight ring in a slow circle. The nerve endings woke under her mouth.

Not fireworks, not electricity — something more specific. A heat that started at the surface and burrowed inward, radiating from the ring into the tissue behind it, into the thin wall between my ass and my cunt where Matt’s cock was already moving.

She licked firmer. The flat of her tongue pressing hard against the pucker, then the tip — pointed, precise, tracing the ridges, circling the center. My thighs shook against the mattress. She speared inside, and the muscle softened under her tongue — not giving way but opening, the deliberate relaxation of a body that trusted the mouth on it.

Matt drove his cock balls deep inside me. Erin’s tongue pushed in at the same time. Two invasions meeting in the thin wall between my cunt and my ass — his cock thick and solid on one side, her tongue hot and slick on the other. I felt them both. I felt the pressure of him through her, the vibration of her through him, the two sensations braiding into a single thing that filled me from the inside out.

The fullness was everything.

Matt’s cock dragged along every ridge inside me, the head catching at the deepest point and pressing before withdrawing. Erin’s tongue worked my ass in counter-rhythm — in when he pulled out, out when he pushed deep, the alternation splitting my body’s attention and destroying both halves. The wet sounds layered — his shaft in my cunt, her mouth on my ass, my own breathing harsh and broken into the pillow.

I could smell myself.

The sharp musk of arousal, the salt of sweat on my back, the mingled scent of three bodies doing the one thing that had always reached the places words couldn’t. My fingers gripped the sheet. My hips rocked back into Matt’s stroke, onto Erin’s tongue, the rhythm finding itself without my mind’s permission.

My cunt clenched hard around his shaft. The grip was involuntary — the deep muscles seizing, bearing down, and I felt him throb inside the latex, felt the pulse of his cock against my walls. Erin sealed her lips around my asshole and sucked gently while her tongue worked deeper, and the sensation traveled straight down through the floor of my body and detonated against my clit.

My body stopped counting.

My body stopped running spreadsheets in the dark.

My body just felt.

I came hard.

The orgasm slammed up my spine. My cunt spasmed around Matt’s cock in tight, rhythmic pulses — clenching and releasing, clenching and releasing — and my asshole gripped Erin’s tongue. My thighs shook.

A sound tore out of me into the pillow — raw, broken, not a word. Matt kept stroking, slow and deep, drawing it out, his cock riding the contractions, and Erin’s tongue stayed inside me, soft now, holding still while my body shook itself apart around both of them.

The orgasm didn’t end. It rolled — the first peak cresting and falling into a second wave that pulled my hips back against Matt’s cock and ground my ass against Erin’s face. I was gasping. Oversensitive. Every stroke too much and not enough.

Erin’s hand pressed harder between my shoulder blades — stay, stay — and Matt slowed to a grind, buried deep, his pelvis pressed against my ass, his cock pulsing inside the aftershocks.

Then it was over. The tension that had lived in my body since the basement found its exit and left through every nerve I had.

Matt pulled out slowly. I felt the loss of him — the emptiness where the fullness had been, the cool air on wet skin. Erin kissed the base of my spine — a single kiss, her lips warm against the sweat. Then she crawled up beside me, and her mouth tasted like me, and I didn’t care.

I collapsed forward into the pillow. The cotton was damp from my breath and my tears from earlier and the sounds I’d just made, and the smell was all three of us — sweat and sex and the salt of a day that had broken me and put me back together in a different shape.

Erin pulled the sheet over us. Matt lay on my right. Erin on my left. Their hands found each other across my back, fingers lacing together over my spine.

I fell asleep between them. Not resolved. Not finished. But better.

Tuesday was still coming. Claire would be at her front door by 8:30. The warehouse was on Braddock, and the company was ours, and the eggs were still waiting in Erin’s body.

But that was tomorrow.

Tonight was enough.


Chapter Three

◆◆◆

I almost didn’t ask Erin to come.

The plan was simple—drive to Claire’s, collect her by 8:30, bring her home for the 9 AM meeting where she’d sign the papers, and we’d start building the thing that would save all of us. Matt had the lawyer’s documents printed and stacked on the kitchen counter beside the espresso machine. Erin had the employment contract drafted on her laptop—terms, restrictions, no financial access. Three cortados sat cooling on the counter.

All I had to do was drive twenty minutes and bring my sister to our home.

But something had been sitting in my chest since the phone call. Claire’s voice. Not the crying—I’d heard Claire cry before, over men and money and our mother’s funeral. The breathing. The wet, ragged sound underneath the words that wasn’t grief or fear. It was the breathing of a body that had been doing something to itself for longer than one evening.

“Come with me.”

Erin looked up from her laptop. She didn’t ask why.

“Okay.”

Matt kissed us both at the door. His hand found the small of my back—two fingers, the grounding pressure, the gesture he’d used on my body ten thousand times and on Erin’s since the first morning she stayed.

“Bring her home, Jules.”

I drove. Erin sat in the passenger seat with her window down and her elbow on the frame. She didn’t talk. She watched the road—the exits, the distance to other cars, the thing that didn’t fit. I didn’t know yet that she was already ahead of me.

Claire lived in a ground-floor apartment six blocks east of the warehouse, in a building with a courtyard entrance and a strip of grass that the management company mowed on Thursdays. She’d moved there after her separation—a fresh start, she’d called it. One bedroom. No commute. Close enough to walk to work in the morning and close enough to walk to a liquor store at night.

I didn’t think that last part until I saw the bottles.

“Wait here.”

I got out, walked across the courtyard, and rang the bell. Nothing. I rang again. Nothing. I tried the handle.

The door was unlocked.

The smell hit me first. Sour, acrid, the sharp fermented stink of red wine that had been consumed and rejected and left to dry on fabric. Underneath it, sweat. Underneath that, the stale chemical sweetness of spirits—vodka or gin, something that had evaporated off skin and clothes and breath and settled into the walls.

I walked through the hallway. A coat on the floor. Shoes kicked off in different directions, one upside down against the baseboard. The kitchen to my left—I glanced in. Dishes were left in the sink. Two empty wine bottles on the counter, a third on its side with the neck hanging over the edge. A vodka bottle, three-quarters gone, standing beside the microwave like it lived there.

I kept walking.

Claire’s living room was small and neat—or it had been neat, before whatever had happened to my sister happened to it. The couch sat against the far wall, under a window where morning light came through half-closed blinds and fell in stripes across the carpet.

A blanket trailed from the couch to the floor. A glass lay on its side on the rug, the contents soaked into the fibers in a dark stain. And beside the stain, a pool of vomit—yellowish, thin, the unmistakable evidence of a stomach that had emptied itself while its owner was unconscious.

Claire lay on the couch. On her side. Still wearing yesterday’s clothes—the same blouse I’d felt her ribs through at the warehouse, now untucked, stained at the hem. One shoe off. Hair matted to her cheek. Her mouth was open. Her breathing was shallow and wet.

My sister was a wreck.

She looked like someone I’d never met.

I turned and ran. Erin was leaning against the car. Her face changed the moment she saw mine.

“Come inside. Please.”

The please came out wrong—small, cracked, the voice of a woman who’d walked into a room she shouldn’t have walked into and found something she couldn’t process. Erin didn’t ask a single question. She locked the car, took my arm, and walked me back to the apartment.

She stopped in the hallway. I watched her eyes—the exits first, then the kitchen, then the living room doorway. She smelled what I’d smelled. She registered the bottles on the counter without turning her head. Her body changed. Not tense—organized. The same shift I’d seen at the warehouse when she’d sat me in Claire’s chair and walked me through the evidence.

Erin crouched beside Claire. Two fingers on her neck. Then she lifted one of Claire’s eyelids—clinical, fast, the movement of a woman who’d checked unconscious bodies before and needed to know whether this one was sleeping or dying.

“How much did she drink?”

“I don’t know. There’s a kitchen full of bottles.”

“Go check. Count them.”

I went to the kitchen. My hands were shaking.

“Three bottles of wine. Almost two of vodka.”

Erin’s jaw tightened.

“Help me get her up. We need to make her vomit.”

“More than she already has?”

“Yeah. It’s either that or the ER. It might be the ER anyway. Let’s see.”

We hauled Claire upright. Her body was the weight of a woman whose muscles had stopped receiving instructions. Her head lolled. Her arms hung. The blouse was damp at the back where sweat had pooled between her shoulder blades.

Erin lowered Claire to the floor. Knees first, then forward, hands flat on the rug beside the vomit she’d already produced. Erin knelt behind her. One hand cupped Claire’s chin, holding her head steady. The other came up—two fingers extended, precise, the controlled placement she brought to everything she touched.

“Claire. Open your mouth.”

Claire’s jaw moved. Not obedience—reflex. The fingers went in.

I looked away.

I looked back.

Claire’s body convulsed. A sound came out of her that wasn’t human—the guttural, choking heave of a stomach being emptied by force. Vomit hit the rug, Erin’s hand, and the sleeve of the jacket she was still wearing. Erin didn’t flinch. She held Claire’s chin steady and let the body do its work.

“Again, Claire.”

The second heave was thinner, mostly liquid, dark red mixed with the clear acid of an empty stomach. Claire gasped. Tears ran down her face—not crying, not emotion. The body’s response to having its insides turned out by two fingers that hadn’t hesitated.

Erin wiped her hand on her jeans. She pulled Claire back upright, sat her against the couch, and checked her eyes again.

“Make some food. Toast. Something to soak up what’s left. She stopped drinking less than an hour ago.”

“How can you tell?”

“Her breath. The alcohol’s still fresh. If she’d stopped last night, the breath would be stale. This is recent.”

Claire had been drinking this morning. Before 8:30, while I’d been kissing Matt goodbye and climbing into the car.

I went to the kitchen and found bread in a plastic bag. I dropped four slices into the toaster, leaned against the counter, and pressed both hands flat on the surface to stop them shaking.

From the living room, I heard Erin’s voice—low, firm, not unkind. And the shuffle of two bodies moving. I grabbed the toast when it popped, put it on a plate, and followed the sound down the hallway to Claire’s bathroom.

The shower was running. Erin had Claire standing under the spray—still dressed, the blouse plastered to her body, her skirt heavy and dark with water. Claire’s head hung forward. The water hit the back of her skull and ran down her face and dripped off her chin onto the tile.

Erin stood outside the shower stall, her jacket off, sleeves rolled to the elbows.

“Tear the toast into pieces. Feed her while she showers.”

“She’s fully clothed, Erin.”

“Not for long.”

Erin stepped into the shower. The water soaked her jeans, Matt’s t-shirt, the cotton darkening against her body. She cupped Claire’s face in both hands and lifted it. Then she slapped her. Once, twice, three times—measured, precise, the heel of her palm striking Claire’s right cheek with enough force to send the signal from skin to brain.

“Wake up, Claire. You’ll die if you don’t wake up.”

I knew it wasn’t true. But the words cut through whatever fog Claire was swimming in. Her eyes opened—bleary, bloodshot, swimming in the unfocused confusion of a woman who’d been unconscious three minutes ago and was now standing in a shower with a stranger slapping her face.

“Claire. Wake up.”

“Yeah. Yeah.”

“Get undressed.”

“Where the fuck am I?”

“In your shower. Get undressed. Eat.”

Erin took a piece of toast from the plate I was holding and pressed it to Claire’s lips. Claire chewed, slow and clumsy, the mechanics of eating operating on a system that could barely stand.

“I feel sick.”

“Good. You need to be sick. Eat.”

Claire ate. She pulled at her blouse—the buttons defeated her, and she tugged the wet fabric over her head. The skirt went next. She stood in the shower in her underwear, eating toast while water ran down her body, and Erin stood beside her, one hand on Claire’s shoulder to keep her upright.

My sister’s body was wrong. Not the weight loss—I’d noticed that at the warehouse. Her skin was gray. The color of a hangover that had become a permanent address. Her collarbones jutted sharply above the bra line. Her arms were thin, the muscles gone.

Three years of hiding. Three years of doctored books and stolen money and drinking alone in a ground-floor apartment while her sister flew to Morocco and made love on a kasbah blanket.

I felt guilty.

The toast came back up. Claire lurched forward and vomited into the shower drain—bread and bile and wine. Her knees buckled. She went down, and Erin went with her, both of them kneeling under the spray, Claire’s forehead against the tile.

Erin held Claire’s hair back with one hand. With the other, she pressed her fingers into Claire’s mouth—deeper this time, past the teeth, past the tongue. Claire gagged and retched. The sound was awful. The wet, guttural heaving of a body being purged by someone who knew exactly how far to push.

I stood in the bathroom doorway holding a plate of toast and crying.

Not the basement cry from yesterday. Not the ugly cry over Erin’s compensation money. This was the oldest kind—the kind that comes from watching someone you grew up with reduced to a body on its knees while a woman you married holds her hair and makes her vomit and doesn’t care that the vomit is on her hands and her jeans and the t-shirt she’d borrowed from our husband.

Erin looked at me across the shower stall.

Water ran down her face.

“Don’t be afraid, Jules.”

“I already am.”

“She’s going to be all right. This isn’t the worst I’ve seen.”

I believed her. Erin had sat with four dead children in a morgue until morning. She’d walked into a house where Dale Morrow had a knife, and a nine-year-old was hiding in a crawl space. She’d been shot and stabbed, and both times she’d gotten up.

My sister throwing up on a shower floor wasn’t the worst Erin had seen.

“Pack a bag. Enough for a week.”

“A week? Where is she going?”

“To my friend.”

Erin turned back to Claire.

I went to the bedroom.

It was worse than the living room. The bed hadn’t been properly made in weeks. Sheets bunched and twisted. Pillows on the floor. A glass of water on the nightstand, half empty, beside a bottle of aspirin and a phone that was dead because no one had charged it.

The closet was still organized. Claire’s closet had always been organized—color-coordinated, seasonal, the blouses arranged by weight of fabric. I pulled a suitcase from the top shelf and packed. Underwear, socks, bras. T-shirts. Sweatpants. Jeans. A sweater. I packed for her comfort. No blouses. No skirts. Nothing that required the version of Claire who ran a warehouse and won arguments.

I grabbed her toiletry bag from the bathroom cabinet, reaching past Erin and Claire to get it. Toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, moisturizer. I didn’t take the makeup.

When I came back, Erin had turned off the shower. Claire sat on the closed toilet lid, wrapped in a towel, shivering. Her teeth chattered. She wasn’t drunk anymore—or she was less drunk, the alcohol purged and the cold water doing its work. She looked up at me with eyes that were red and swollen and ashamed, and the look on her face was the look I’d worn yesterday in the basement.

“I’m sorry.”

“I forgave you last night. I won’t hear another word on the matter.”

“Thank you, Sis.”

My sister was sitting in the wreckage of something she’d done to herself, while Erin cleaned up the mess.

Erin held out Claire’s toothbrush. A line of paste already on it.

“Brush your teeth, Claire.”

“I can do it myself.”

“I know you can. Do it.”

Claire brushed her teeth. She spat into the sink. She rinsed. The movements were stiff, automatic—a body running on instructions because the mind behind it had temporarily vacated. Erin stood beside her and watched. Her jeans were soaked. Matt’s t-shirt clung to her ribs. She’d been kneeling on wet tile for twenty minutes, and her posture hadn’t changed.

Straight-backed.

Present.

“Get dressed.”

Claire looked at the suitcase.

“Where am I going, Jules?”

I looked at Erin.

“Somewhere safe. Erin knows someone.”

“I’m not going to rehab.”

Erin crouched in front of Claire. Eye level. Hands on Claire’s knees—the same firm, steadying grip she’d used on me in the basement.

“Claire. Listen to me. You can’t stay here. There are bottles in your kitchen and no food in your fridge, and you were unconscious on your couch at eight in the morning. This apartment will kill you if you stay in it. I’m taking you to a friend of mine. Her name is Meg. She runs a house in the woods—eight beds, good food, no fluorescent lights. She’ll help you, and in a week you’ll feel different. But you have to come with us now.”

Claire’s chin trembled.

She looked from Erin to me and back.

“Jules?”

“Go with her, Claire. Please.”

“Are you still angry?”

“No. I am scared. I’m your sister and I love you, and you’re going to get in the car.”

Claire got dressed. Erin helped—underwear, sweatpants, t-shirt, sweater. Claire’s hands couldn’t manage a bra clasp, and Erin didn’t force it. She combed Claire’s wet hair with a brush from the nightstand, working through the tangles without pulling.

I watched from the doorway.

I couldn’t speak.

Not because I didn’t have words—I had too many. The catastrophizer was running a new spreadsheet, and the columns were filling faster than I could read them. Claire’s drinking, how long, how bad, the separation that was amicable and over and clearly not over at all, the three years of theft that weren’t greed but desperation, the money pouring out of the company and into bottles and silence.

But underneath the spreadsheet, a simpler thing. Erin was dressing my sister. She did this with the same hands that touched my face in bed and the same voice that said my name when she came and the same flat certainty that had walked juries through blood-spatter evidence and walked me through a phone call to a sister I’d needed to forgive.

Erin picked up the suitcase. She put sneakers on Claire’s feet from the jumble by the entrance, the pair that matched.

“Give me your keys, Claire.”

Claire pointed to a hook by the door. Erin took the keys, locked the apartment behind us, and put them in her pocket.

“I have a friend. A cleaner.”

“For Claire?”

“Yes. When she comes home, she can’t come home to that.”

“A cleaner?”

“Crime scene cleaner—not the kind a criminal employs. He contracts for the police. He owes me.”

We crossed the courtyard. Claire walked between us. Erin’s arm was wrapped around her waist, my hand on her elbow. She was unsteady but upright. She smelled like soap and toothpaste and underneath both, the fading acid of a body that had been poisoning itself.

Erin got Claire into the back seat, buckled the seat belt, and closed the door gently. Then she sat in the passenger seat and pulled her phone from her pocket. She dialed from memory—not contacts, memory—and waited.

“Meg. It’s Erin Sullivan.”

A pause stretched.

“I’m bringing someone. An hour.”

Another pause.

“Alcohol. No drugs. Bad. Probably months.”

She listened.

“Thank you. We’re on our way.”

She hung up and gave me an address I’d never heard of.

“Drive, Jules.”

I drove.

The city fell away. Strip malls became farms. Farms became woods. The road narrowed from four lanes to two, the blacktop crumbling at the edges into gravel and weeds. Trees closed over the road—oaks, then birch, then a mix I didn’t know. The light changed. The air changed. I rolled the window down and smelled pine and wet earth and distance from everything I understood.

Erin phoned Matt and explained everything.

Claire slept in the back seat. Her head rested against the window, and she looked like she had when we were kids—curled up in the back of our parents’ car on long drives, her face soft, her mouth slightly open, the worry line between her brows smoothed by unconsciousness.

“How do you know what to do, Erin?”

“Cops drink, Jules.”

Three words. Ten years on the force. Ten years of shifts that ended at bars and mornings that started with aspirin and colleagues who went from functional to falling apart so gradually that nobody noticed until someone ended up on a couch at eight AM.

“How many times have you seen this?”

“Enough. Too many times.”

She grinned confidently.

The road turned to gravel. A wooden fence, low, more suggestion than barrier. A mailbox with no name. Then a driveway through trees—gravel, winding, the branches overhead forming a tunnel that filtered the light into green and gold.

The house sat at the end. Not a clinic. A house. White clapboard, dark green shutters, a deep porch with a swing, and two Adirondack chairs. The garden was tended—not manicured, but cared for. Vegetable beds along one side. A greenhouse behind the main house. And beyond it, a second building, smaller, connected by a path of flat stones.

The woods came in on three sides. A creek ran somewhere close—I could hear it, water over stones, steady and quiet.

A woman came out the front door before I’d turned the engine off. Mid-fifties. Tall, lean, dark hair shot through with silver, cut short. No makeup. Jeans and a chambray shirt with the sleeves rolled. She walked down the porch steps with the unhurried confidence of a person who owned the ground she stood on.

Erin got out of the car. The woman crossed the gravel, and they held each other for a long time—the embrace of two people who’d shared something hard and didn’t need to name it.

“Meg.”

“Sully. Nice to see you.”

They pulled apart. Meg looked at the car. At Claire leaning lifelessly against the window. At me beside the driver’s door.

“You must be Jules. Erin’s wife.”

“Yes.”

“Erin’s told me about you. All of you.”

She walked to the back door, opened it, and touched Claire’s shoulder. Claire stirred.

“Claire. My name’s Meg. I’m going to take care of you.”

Claire looked at Meg. At the house. At the trees. At me.

“Jules.”

“I’m here.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I know. Stop saying it.”

Meg helped Claire out of the car. She took the suitcase from the trunk and slung it over one shoulder. Her other arm went around Claire’s waist—firm, practiced, the hold of a woman who’d guided a hundred unsteady bodies through a hundred doorways.

“A week, Erin?”

“Start with a week. We’ll talk.”

“I’ll fix her, Sully. You know I will.”

“I know. Send me a bill.”

“No chance.”

“It might be more than a week.”

“I don’t care. No bill.”

Meg walked Claire up the porch steps. At the door, Claire turned. Her face was gray and drawn and swollen, and her hair was still damp, and she was wearing my sweatpants and a sweater I’d packed for comfort. She looked at me across the gravel and the garden.

“Thank you, Erin.”

Erin nodded once. One movement. No performance.

The door closed.

I stood in the driveway of a house in the woods where my sister would spend the next week learning how to stop destroying herself, and I couldn’t form a sentence. The catastrophizer had nothing to run. The spreadsheets were blank. This morning hadn’t followed any model I’d ever built.

“Let’s go home, Jules.”

I got in the car. Erin got in beside me. I drove back down the gravel drive through the tunnel of branches and onto the road.

I drove for ten minutes before I could speak.

The trees passed. The road widened. The woods thinned into farms, and the farms thickened into blocks, and the world I knew reassembled itself around me. Erin sat beside me in damp jeans with vomit still on her sleeve, looking out the window at something I couldn’t see.

“Erin.”

“Mm.”

“I didn’t know you could do that.”

“It’s not something you put on a résumé.”

“You knew what to do. You didn’t hesitate.”

“I’ve done it before. Too many times.”

My hands were steady on the wheel. My body had settled. Erin gave it something—in the bedroom, on the basement floor, in a shower stall where my sister knelt on tile and Erin held her head.

“I married a woman who knows how to save people.”

“You married a woman who knows how to clean up a mess. There’s a difference.”

“Not to me. Why no bill?”

She sighed. Then she looked at me.

“I hunted down her husband’s killer. They closed the case and said it was suicide. I knew it wasn’t. Meg knew it wasn’t.”

“Jesus.”

I pulled into our driveway and turned off the engine. The house sat in the midday light. Matt’s car in the drive. The herbs dying on the windowsill.

I looked at Erin.

Her jeans were damp. Her t-shirt was stained. Her hair was windblown and tangled. She smelled like Claire’s shower and Claire’s vomit and the wet pine of a road through the woods. Her hands lay in her lap—the hands that had forced my sister to vomit and held her chin and slapped her face and combed her hair and buckled her seat belt and dialed a number from memory.

“Thank you.”

“She’s your sister, Jules. She’s my sister too.”

She got out and walked up the path to the front door. The straight back. The squared shoulders. The body that had survived everything the world had done to it and still had enough left to carry my family’s wreckage across a courtyard, into a shower, and down a road through the woods to a house with eight beds and a woman who’d said I’ll fix her, Sully.

I got out of the car and went inside.

The kitchen light was on.

Matt’s voice carried through the screen door—low, easy, the tone he saved for people he liked. A woman’s voice answered in accented English, and I knew who it was before I pushed through the door.

Amira.

She sat across from Matt at the counter, her dark hair pulled back. She was straight-backed, shoulders squared, the carriage of a woman who’d worn a uniform long enough that removing it didn’t change how she held herself. A small bag sat by the door, airline-tagged.

“Jules.”

She stood. Same face. Same stillness. I crossed the kitchen and wrapped my arms around her. She smelled like the airport, mint tea, and something warm underneath that was just her.

“When did you get here?”

“Two hours ago. Matt let me in.”

Matt caught my eye from behind the counter. His look said everything it needed to—surprise arrival, handled. I nodded. Matt handled things. It’s what he did.

Erin came through the door behind me and stopped.

“Amira.”

One word. But Erin loaded it the way she loaded all her words—like currency, and she’d just spent gold.

“Erin. You look terrible.”

“You look like you’ve been on a plane for fourteen hours.”

“I have.”

Erin crossed the kitchen and pulled Amira into her arms. I watched Amira stiffen for half a second. Cop reflex—the body resisting contact before the brain caught up. Then she softened into Erin’s arms, and Erin held on a beat longer than polite.

“Why are you here?”

“I’m leaving the force in six months. I wanted to try something new.”

“And you came to us?”

“You’re the only people I know in this country.”

“That’s not why you came.”

Amira smiled. Her first real smile since we’d walked in.

“No. It’s not.”

Matt slid two coffees across the counter.

“How’s your sister?”

“Erin handled it. Claire’s at Meg’s place. The house in the woods.”

He nodded. Matt didn’t need details. He needed to know someone was held, and that the holding was competent.

I drank, and the caffeine cut through the residual adrenaline like a blade.

I set my cup down. Found Erin’s wrist under the counter—light, just my fingers on the tendons where the pulse ran fast.

“We need a shower. We smell like someone else’s crisis. Do you mind, Matt?”

“Of course not.”

Erin looked at me, read the touch and the tone.

“Matt, feed Amira. We won’t be long.”

“Take your time.”

I took Erin’s hand and pulled her toward the hallway.

I closed the bathroom door behind us.

The overhead light was wrong. Too bright, too clinical. I reached past Erin and turned it off, switched on the small lamp on the vanity—the one that threw warm shadows and made the white tiles glow amber.

Erin stood in the middle of the room. Still dressed. Her shirt had a stain near the hem—Claire’s vomit, dried to a dark patch. Her hands hung at her sides. For the first time since we’d walked into Claire’s apartment, she looked like she didn’t know what to do next.

I’d watched this woman slap a drunk awake, force her into a shower, force-feed her toast, hold her hair while she heaved. I’d watched her shove her fingers down Claire’s throat without flinching, help brush her teeth, dress her, and carry her to the car.

Erin had a gear for crisis. A locked compartment she climbed into, efficient and merciless. She didn’t come out until the work was done.

The work was done now. And the gear was disengaging, and I could see the shaking start in her hands.

“Come here, darling.”

She didn’t move. I went to her.

I unbuttoned her shirt from the top. Slowly. Each button a deliberate act, my fingers on the fabric, her breathing against my knuckles. She watched my hands but didn’t help. I slid the shirt off her shoulders and let it drop.

Her bra was plain black cotton. I unhooked it at the back, and it fell, and her breasts were bare—the nipples drawn tight in the cool air, the skin beneath them flushed from hours of adrenaline and sweat. I wanted my mouth on them. I made myself wait.

I undid her belt, then her pants, and pushed them down over her hips. I crouched to pull her underwear off—black cotton, damp with sweat from Claire’s apartment and the drive to Meg’s, the fabric warm against my fingers as I peeled it away from her skin. She stepped out of everything, one foot then the other, and stood.

Erin was naked.

The scar low on her abdomen. The tattoo on the opposite hip. Shoulders that carried more than they should. I knew every inch of this body—the muscle memory in my hands, the taste of every hollow, the sound she made when I found the place behind her ear with my teeth—and I still couldn’t look at her without my cunt clenching and my mouth going dry.

I turned on the shower and waited for the water to heat, then stripped out of my own clothes fast, careless, dropping everything on top of hers in a pile neither of us cared about.

“Get in.”

“What are we doing?”

“I think you know exactly what I’m doing.”

“Me?”

“Oh, yes.”

She stepped under the water, and I followed. The heat hit my scalp and ran down my back, and I felt the morning start to loosen—Claire’s apartment, the smell, the drive, Meg’s clinic through the trees. All of it dissolving.

I turned Erin so her back was to me and poured shampoo into my palm, then worked it through her dark, heavy hair, already saturated. She tipped her head back and let me.

My fingers on her scalp. The foam running down between her shoulder blades, gathering in the dip of her spine. She made a sound—low in her throat, not quite a moan, the vibration of it traveling through her ribs into my hands. My cunt clenched at the hearing of it, a deep, involuntary squeeze that sent heat flooding down my inner thighs. I pressed my breasts against her back. My nipples were hard, and the slick contact of her skin against mine—wet, warm, her shoulder blades shifting under my chest as she breathed—pulled a sound out of me I hadn’t planned.

I rinsed her hair. Ran conditioner through it—more slow work with my fingers, easing the tangles at the nape of her neck, and every time I tugged gently, she tipped her head further back, and the line of her throat lengthened, and I wanted to bite it.

Then the soap.

I washed her shoulders. Down her arms, the muscles in her forearms were still tight from gripping Claire’s dead weight. Across her back—the tension wound like a cable under the heels of my palms, the knots beneath her shoulder blades that I pressed into until she exhaled and the muscle released, and I felt the surrender in her body before I heard it in her breathing.

My hands on her ribs. Her waist. Around to her stomach, the flat plane of it, the scar under my thumb—smooth and pale, the skin thinner there, and I traced it the way I always did because it belonged to the map of her I carried inside me. Lower. Over her hips. Down the outside of her thighs, my palms sliding on the soap-slick skin, the fine dark hair on her legs flattened under my hands. Back up the inside—slow, slower, my thumbs grazing the crease where her thighs met her cunt, close enough to feel the heat radiating off her, close enough to smell her arousal rising through the steam and the soap like a note that cut through noise.

I pressed my mouth to the side of her neck and felt her pulse jump under my lips. Fast. Hard. The vein thumping against my lower lip.

“Let me.” My mouth against her skin, the words pressed into the wet hollow below her hairline. “Just let me.”

“Matt and Amira?”

“They know.”

“But—”

“I want to do this. Please.”

“Of course, sweetheart.”

Her hand found the back of my head and held me there—my mouth on her neck, the water running over both of us, my breasts against her back, her ass against my hips. I bit the tendon at the base of her neck. Gently. Felt her shudder travel through her body into mine.

I knelt.

The tiles were hard under my knees—the same cold, unforgiving surface Claire’s knees had hit an hour ago in a different shower while Erin held her head. My body knew it before my mind caught up. The echo lived in my kneecaps, in the tile pressing into bone, and the only difference was that no one was holding my head. I was choosing this.

Water ran down my face, into my eyes. I didn’t wipe it away.

I pressed my mouth to her hip—the tattoo side, the ink blurred through the water, the colors shifting under my lips—and I kissed along the line of her pelvis, slow, my mouth open against the groove where muscle met bone, tasting the soap and underneath it the salt of her skin.

“You were amazing, Erin.”

“So are you. We just have different skills.”

“I know—but—”

“—But nothing. We are all home here. Nothing more to worry over.”

“Because of you.”

“Because of us. We are three.”

“Yes, we are.”

My hands found the backs of her thighs and slid upward, gripping her ass, my fingers pressing into the flesh, spreading her wide open. I held her the way she’d held Claire—firm, deliberate, with the certainty of someone who knew what she was doing. Except I wasn’t saving anyone. I was thanking her with the only language my body had left after a morning that had emptied every other one.

She shivered. Her hand found the top of my head, and her fingers twisted into my wet hair.

“Jules. You don’t have to—”

“I need to.”

I kissed lower, into the crease where her thigh met her cunt—the skin thin there, the vein beneath it visible, the heat coming off her stronger than the shower steam. I pressed my mouth into that crease and breathed her in, my lips against the pulse point, feeling her heartbeat fast and hard against my mouth, the rhythm of a body that had been running on adrenaline for three hours and was now burning through the last of it.

My mouth traveled inward along the outer lip—swollen, the skin flushed dark—and I kissed the length of it, top to bottom, my lips dragging on the slick surface.

The taste changed as I moved. Soap giving way to salt giving way to the thick, unmistakable taste of arousal, and by the time I reached the bottom of her, I had the evidence on my lips before I’d parted her.

Erin’s cunt was wet for me.

I pulled back and looked at her through the water. Her cunt was swollen and flushed, the inner lips dark with blood, slick and parted, the hood drawn back enough that I could see her clit beneath it—hard, engorged, pulsing with the same heartbeat I’d felt against my mouth.

The smell of her cut through the steam before I was ready for it. Salt and musk and heat—the scent I’d learned on my knees in this shower, in our bed with her thighs clamped around my head, in the dark kitchen at three in the morning with my face buried between her legs and her hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t wake the house.

My mouth flooded. Saliva pooling behind my lower lip, my jaw aching with it, my body answering before my brain could form a thought.

I parted her lips with my thumbs.

I licked her.

One long, slow stroke from her entrance to her clit, the flat of my tongue dragging through her folds, pushing between the inner lips, gathering the slick that had been building since I unbuttoned her shirt in the middle of the bathroom.

The taste hit me, and my eyes closed, and my hands tightened on her thighs—sharp and clean and bright against the dull mineral wash of the water, cutting through it the way her voice cut through a room. Erin tasted the way Erin did everything—direct, unsoftened, without apology.

The arousal was thick on my tongue, coating it, and I swallowed. The taste spread across the back of my mouth and settled into my throat, and I wanted to drown in it.

My own cunt answered—a hard, deep clench that sent a flood of slick down my inner thigh, mixing with the water on the tiles. Tasting this woman made me wetter than anything else in my life. The smell of her arousal in my nose and the taste of her cunt on my tongue was enough to make my thighs shake, my nipples ache, and my pulse pound between my legs.

I licked her again, slower now, wanting to feel every fold and ridge under my tongue—the smooth inner lips, the thicker outer folds, the gathered skin where the hood covered her clit. I traced the seam from bottom to top, pushing between the folds, and when I reached the hood, I circled it with the tip of my tongue, once, twice, feeling the bud swell and harden beneath the thin skin, feeling her thighs tighten against my ears.

I sealed my mouth over her clit and sucked, gently, and the hood peeled back under the pressure of my lips, and the raw nerve sat against my tongue—hot, engorged, pulsing with her heartbeat.

I held it there. My tongue flat and warm and still against the exposed bud, not moving, letting her feel me, letting the sensation build from contact alone until her hips drove forward and her hand fisted in my hair and I gripped her thighs and pinned her against the tile.

“Fuck.”

One word, and her voice broke on it—not the controlled voice that had told Claire to open her mouth, not the flat, steady voice that had given me instructions in Claire’s kitchen. This voice had nothing behind it but nerve.

I worked her clit with my tongue in slow circles, the flat pressure dragging around the bud, spreading the hood wider with each pass, and every circle drew more arousal out of her, the taste thickening, the slick flooding my chin. Then the pressure she needed—my tongue flat against the underside of the bud, pressing upward, firm, holding it there while her thighs shook against my ears.

Then I worked her tip, flicking the nerve with quick light strokes, teasing the underside where the sensation clustered tightest, and her hips jerked forward against my mouth. A sound came out of her that was halfway between a gasp and a sob. Then I returned to the circles, slower now, drawing it out, letting the ache build until her breathing came in short torn sounds that had stopped being words.

I knew Erin’s rhythms. I knew when to push and when to hold still—the ragged breathing that meant she was climbing, the caught breath that meant she was close, the silence that meant she was right at the edge, and any change would either tip her or pull her back. I knew this woman’s body the way she knew a crime scene—every response mapped, every pattern remembered.

I dropped my mouth lower, and my tongue found her entrance, hot and swollen, the rim slick and trembling, and I pushed inside. The taste deepened into something thicker and richer—the concentrated arousal that gathered where her body was open and waiting.

Her cunt clenched around my tongue and I groaned into her, and the vibration traveled through the walls of her cunt into her pelvis and she gasped and her hand yanked my hair and I groaned again, harder, and fucked her with my tongue in slow deep strokes, my nose pressed against her mound, my chin slick, the wet obscene sound of my mouth inside her filling the shower over the rush of the water.

I thought about her hands. The same hands gripping my hair had held Claire’s jaw steady. The same fingers twisting in my wet curls had gone down my sister’s throat without flinching. Those hands had dressed Claire, combed her hair, buckled her seatbelt, and dialed a number from memory. And now they were shaking in my hair and pulling me deeper into her cunt, and the woman who’d carried everything was letting me carry her, and my chest hurt with it—not pain, but pressure, the feeling of something too big for the space it was in.

Back to her clit. My mouth sealed over the bud, and I slid two fingers inside her, and her cunt gripped them hot and tight, the walls pulling me deeper, the swollen flesh closing around my knuckles. I curled forward and found the rough patch on her front wall, the spongy ridge that made her gasp every time, and pressed, rubbed, a slow come-hither stroke with my fingertips, dragging across the tissue until her thighs clamped around my wrist and her hips rocked forward, and the sound she made was not a word.

“Jules. Don’t stop.”

“I won’t.”

“Fuck me.”

“We need Matt.”

“Matt will fuck us both later. Now, you fuck me. Don’t stop.”

I looked up through the water and saw her—head tipped back, mouth open, the tendons in her neck standing out like cables and the water hitting her collarbones and streaming between her breasts before it broke apart and reached me. Her eyes were closed.

“Erin. Look at me.”

She looked down and met my eyes—my mouth on her cunt, my fingers buried inside her, water running between us—and her face did something I’d only seen once before, in the basement, the night she told me about the children in the morgue. The mask didn’t crack. It dissolved.

Everything she’d been holding since Claire’s apartment, since the shower where she’d slapped my sister awake, since the drive through the woods where she’d stared out the window at something I couldn’t see—all of it fell away, and the woman underneath was looking straight at me without a single wall left standing.

“Jules.”

My eyes burned, and it wasn’t the water.

I pressed my tongue flat against her clit and drove my fingers deeper, and she came.

Her cunt spasmed around my fingers, hard and rhythmic, the walls bearing down with a force that ground my knuckles together, then releasing, then bearing down again. Her clit throbbed under my tongue, swollen and heavy and alive, and I held my mouth on her through every wave, tasting the flood of her orgasm—thick and warm and different from the arousal before it, richer, the taste that only came at the crest and that I never wanted to end.

It coated my chin and ran down my wrist, and her thighs locked against my head, and her hand yanked my hair once, hard, then went slack. The sound she made was my name broken into two syllables with nothing between them but breath.

And something in my chest broke with it. The thing that had been building since I walked into Claire’s apartment. It broke the way a wave breaks, and my eyes overflowed, and the tears mixed with the water on my face, and I pressed my forehead against Erin’s thigh and stayed.

My fingers were still inside Erin, her cunt still bearing down in slow fading waves. The water ran over my face and I couldn’t tell what was tears and what was shower and it didn’t matter. Her hand softened in my hair and stroked once where she’d pulled.

“Come up here.”

I stood.

My knees ached.

My face was wet with water and tears, and Erin and I didn’t care about any of it.

Erin pulled me into her under the spray, her arms around me, her face against my neck, her breathing still ragged. I held her and felt her heartbeat against my chest, fast and slowing, her breasts pressed against mine, her nipples still hard, the heat of her body bleeding through the water into mine.

“Don’t you want me to—”

“No. That was yours, Erin.”

She pulled back and looked at me, saw my eyes, and didn’t ask about the tears. She’d held enough people in enough aftermaths to know what it looked like when the body finally let go of something the mind had been gripping since morning.

“Why?”

“Because you carried my sister. You carried all of it. And I needed you to know what that looked like from where I was standing.”

She kissed me, slow and thorough, tasting herself on my mouth. I felt her tongue find the taste and her breath catch—the involuntary sound of a woman discovering herself on someone else’s lips. When she pulled back, her hand found my face and stayed. Thumb on my cheekbone. Palm warm against my jaw.

“Darling.”

The word moved through the steam and the water and landed in my chest like a stone into still water.

We dried each other slowly. I toweled Erin’s hair while she stood with her eyes closed, patient, and I thought about the woman who’d slapped Claire conscious and carried her to the car without flinching. This Erin—her eyes closed, wet hair, letting me dry her—was the same woman. The whole of her was bigger than any single gear.

We wore robes. Mine white. Hers gray.

“Are you ready?”

“They’ll know, Jules.”

“I don’t care. Do you?”

“No.”

Matt had found cheese and crackers and olives—the good ones, from the jar he’d brought back from that shop in Williamsburg. Amira sat at the counter with color in her face that hadn’t been there when we left.

Matt looked at us. Wet hair. Robes. Flushed. The corner of his mouth moved into the smallest smile.

“Snack to recharge?”

“Please, darling.”

He pushed the board across the counter.

“Amira was telling me about Casablanca. The precinct politics.”

“It’s not politics.” Amira picked up an olive. “It’s theater. Every captain performs a role. The honest ones perform badly.”

“Is that why you’re leaving?”

“I’m leaving because I’ve been performing long enough and I’ve forgotten the original script. Time to be bad at something new.”

“What will you try?”

“I don’t know yet. That’s the point of coming here. You found what you needed in Morocco. I want to do the same here.”

Erin’s robe gaped as she leaned for the crackers. Amira’s eyes flicked down and back up—cop reflex, involuntary assessment, filed and dismissed.

“Where are you staying?”

“A hotel for the week. After that, I figure it out.”

Matt caught my eye. I caught Erin’s. The conversation happened without a word—the silent shorthand we’d built over two years of loving each other in the same house.

“We have a guest room. It has a view of the yard. Erin planted jasmine.”

“Erin gardens?”

“Erin does everything.”

“I couldn’t impose.”

“It’s not an imposition. It’s a Tuesday.”

Amira looked at the three of us—the robes, the wet hair, the ease of it—and something settled in her face. Not surprise, but recognition. A cop reading a room and choosing to accept what she found.

“Thank you.”

Matt refilled her glass. Erin ate cheese. I bit into an olive, the brine sharp and clean on my tongue, and felt the late afternoon settle around us like a blanket pulled to the chin.

The espresso machine ticked once in the silence. Metal cooling. The thermal sigh.

Four people sat at a kitchen counter at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday in the house where Erin didn’t used to live, eating olives and cheese, and nobody needed to explain anything to anyone.


Chapter Four

◆◆◆

It felt strange to have a stranger in our home.

We didn’t know Amira well, yet trust was built—a woman walking two other half-drunk women home was a green light. Her father had called her away from her duties because he was worried about strangers, and she’d come, and three weeks later, she’d crossed an ocean to a country where we were the only people she knew.

But we didn’t know her.

Nor was I convinced about why she’d come to visit.

With that thought running its third lap, I padded downstairs at two in the morning for a coffee, my mind said was a bad idea, but my body reassured me not to listen to. The stairs were cold under my bare feet. The stove light was on—the small warm bulb above the range I’d left burning every night for nine years, because I liked to come down to something other than darkness.

Amira was there. In the kitchen, sitting at the counter, sipping coffee.

She sat on the stool nearest the door, with the hallway in her sightline and her back to nothing. She’d found Matt’s French press and worked it out in the dark rather than touch the machine, and that told me everything about how carefully she was being a guest.

“Hi.”

“Sorry, Jules.”

“What for?”

“We’ve known each other for a matter of days, and I am—”

I raised a hand while reaching for a coffee cup.

“Don’t finish that sentence. Some friendships are made in a moment. We had that moment with you.”

“Yes. Well… thank you. You’ve been kind.”

I made myself a coffee. It wasn’t Matt’s. The dose was a guess, the tamp was a gesture, and I pulled the cup away before the crema finished forming because patience is his and impatience is mine, and at two in the morning, I wasn’t going to pretend otherwise.

Amira watched the whole crime and laughed.

“Your husband would weep.”

“My husband will never know.”

I carried the cup to the counter and took the stool across from her. The kitchen settled around us. Then silence fell—the sort of silence that loads weight onto any secret in the room. The kind women understand, and men seem to breeze past innocently.

I drank my bad coffee and waited. A few months with Erin had taught me how this worked. You don’t ask. You make the room safe, and you let the coin come out at its own speed.

“I didn’t come here looking for work.”

“I know.”

“I came looking for freedom.”

“Freedom?”

“I am a lesbian.”

“Ah.”

It explained everything and nothing.

“I’d have thought—”

I stopped myself. I’d been about to say something easy about acceptance, the comfortable sentence of a woman who’d never had to test it. I put the sentence down.

“Tell me what it’s like. At home.”

“At home it is a thing that does not exist. Not illegal in my family—worse. Invisible. There’s no door to come out of because the house was built without one.”

She turned her cup a quarter-turn on the counter.

“I’m a police officer in Casablanca. I’ve arrested men for less than what I am.”

“Does Khadija know?”

The question landed somewhere I couldn’t see. Amira looked at her coffee for a long moment.

“Khadija knows everything. She has never said it out loud. Neither have I. That’s the difference between being loved and being free, Jules. Khadija loves me completely. And I have never once been free in the room with her.”

“And your father?”

“My father pours drinks and notices everything. If he knows, it has never reached his face.”

Her mouth moved—the ghost of the quarter-inch her father gave the world.

“Father’s face is very disciplined.”

I thought about the bar. The man who’d watched two foreign women for three hours and made one phone call. The man who’d married his brother’s widow to keep her inside the family when the community would have cast her out. A man whose whole life was quiet shelter for women who didn’t fit.

“He’d surprise you, Amira.”

“Perhaps. But I’m not a child anymore, and I’m tired of building my life on perhaps.”

She straightened on the stool, and I heard the rest arrive before she said it.

“On a rooftop in Casablanca, I asked Erin if she missed the purpose. She answered me. I’ve been failing to answer my own question ever since.” She looked at me. “The other night, at this counter, I told Matt I’d been performing so long I’d forgotten the original script. He thought I meant the job. I meant all of it. The uniform was the easy part of the costume.”

“So you came here.”

“I came to you.”

“Why us, Amira? You could’ve gone anywhere. London. Paris. Half the world speaks French.”

“Because I was raised by two women and a man, and I spent my whole childhood being told that our house was an arrangement. A duty. Something honorable that you don’t look at directly.”

She set the cup down—dead center, her father’s daughter.

“Then I walked two drunk women home, and at the door, one of them held the other one’s hand, and there was a man upstairs reading on a roof who knew exactly where they were and was happy. And I saw a house like mine where nobody was performing.”

The stove light hummed. My eyes were burning. Hers weren’t—she’d spent years learning her father’s discipline, and the discipline held.

“I didn’t come for advice, Jules. And I didn’t come for the three of you—I want to be clear about that, because Erin already checked.”

“Checked?”

“Her face. She interrogates body language.”

“That she does.”

“I came to stand near the evidence of how families can be built. To see if the shape was real before I bet my life on finding my own.”

“And is it real?”

“It’s the most real thing I’ve ever stood in.”

I came around the counter. She stood, and I held her—long enough to mean it, short enough to leave her dignity where it stood—and she let me, the half-second cop stiffness and then the softening, the same order as Erin every time.

“Our house is complete, Amira. You know that.”

“I knew before the olives. You three close a circuit. There’s no socket in the wall for a fourth, and I wouldn’t want one.”

She stepped back.

“What I want is what you have. A person who looks at me the way Erin looks at you when you’re not watching. And I won’t find her hiding in your guest room.”

“Where, then?”

“Home first. I have six months left on the force. I’m going to finish them properly and resign with my record clean, and I’m going to tell Khadija the truth before I leave Morocco again.” Her chin came up. “You don’t find freedom by running out the back of your life, Jules. You walk out the front door of it.”

“And then?”

“Then I come back to this country and be bad at something new. And I find her.”

“Find her. Then bring her to dinner here.”

“That’s an ambush dressed as an invitation.”

“It’s both. We’re famous for it.”

She laughed—the real one, the one from the souk—and the kitchen held it the way this kitchen has held everything that matters in my life.

“Seriously, Amira—”

“Yes.”

“If you need a place to stay, we have a spare room.”

“And a baby coming soon, I’ll bet?”

“Maybe.”

“Thank you. Friendship is all I ask.”

“Then you have it.”

I washed both cups and set them on the rack. Amira said goodnight in the hallway and climbed the stairs like a woman who’d put something down and could feel the lightness of her own hands.

The espresso machine ticked once behind me. Metal cooling. The thermal sigh.

I went up after her.

The bedroom was warm with two bodies. I slid in between them, and Matt’s hand found me in his sleep, thumb settling into the crease of my hip like a boat finding harbor. Erin’s breath touched the back of my neck. Her arm came over me without her waking, palm flat against my stomach, fingers below my navel on the place that wasn’t anything yet.

Tuesday lived under her hand for weeks. Three follicles, one ovary, a clinic thirty minutes from this bed, and after that the part no one could plan—not me, not the catastrophizer, not the spreadsheet that ran red and black behind my eyes at two in the morning.

My body answered the thought before my mind could file it—a low warm clench, want with nowhere to go and no hurry to get there. I pressed back into Erin, pulled Matt’s hand an inch higher, and let the heat of two sleeping people I loved do what bad coffee couldn’t.

I slept.

The week moved.

Amira booked her flight for Tuesday morning and spent the days walking the city like a detective working a missing-person case where the missing person was her. Erin took her to the range once. Girl time, Erin called it, with a face that dared me to laugh.

Meg texted on day three: She ate breakfast and argued with me about the eggs. Good sign.—M. On day five: She asked for a notebook. She’s writing it down. Better sign. I read both messages standing at the counter, and both times the lawyer’s stack that would change my sister’s life sat beside the espresso machine, squared and patient, waiting for a steadier week to be signed in.

The condoms continued. The nightstand kept its small evidence. Every wrapper still carried its grief, and every morning Erin’s hand found my stomach and the grief had somewhere to go.

Tuesday came.

Two departures shared our driveway.

Amira’s bag stood by the door with a fresh airline tag, the mirror of the morning she’d arrived. Matt handed her a paper bag, folded twice and taped, heavy at the bottom.

“The Huila. Whole bean. Don’t let anyone else grind it for you. If you need help—call.”

“I don’t own a grinder, Matt.”

“You do now.”

She looked at her bag on the floor and saw our gift placed upon it. She looked at him. For a second, I watched her father’s discipline fight her face and lose, just slightly, just at the eyes.

“The guest room keeps your name, Amira.”

“Thank you, Jules.”

Erin walked her out to the taxi. I watched through the window—two cops on a driveway, shoulders square, words I couldn’t hear. Whatever Erin spent on her, Amira put it somewhere close, the way she’d put everything since the souk. Then a hug that started stiff and didn’t end that way, and the taxi pulled out going east as Matt locked the front door behind us.

We went west.

Matt drove with both hands on the wheel. Ten and two. Erin sat in the back, and I’d turned around twice before we cleared our street, checking her face. It was the flat one. The precinct one. The one who walked into rooms and came out with the truth.

“Stop reading me, Jules.”

“I’m not reading you.”

“You’re reading me upside down, which is worse.”

“How do you feel?”

“Like a crime scene before the tape goes up.”

She looked out the window.

“Three follicles, Jules. One ovary that’s been shot at and stabbed and is still showing up for work. Today, it has one job, and for once, nobody’s job is to worry. The doctors retrieve. The lab does its work. We wait.”

“We have to milk Matt.”

She laughed.

I faced forward. Matt’s eyes found mine for half a second, then went back to the road, and I realized we were doing the hospital drive in reverse—the same grip, the same quiet, except every other time we’d driven toward Erin’s body it had been to find out what the world had taken from it.

This time we were driving toward what it could give.

The clinic smelled like sanitizer pretending to be lavender.

Erin checked in at the desk with her cop voice—date of birth, insurance, the consent forms she’d read twice at the kitchen table, and once more now standing up. A nurse took her back for vitals and returned her to us ten minutes later in a gown, a robe, and gray hospital socks with rubber treads, holding her folded clothes like contraband.

“Forty minutes until they take me through.”

“Mr.—” The nurse checked her clipboard.

“I’m Matt.”

“Matt. We’ll need your sample first. The collection room is down the hall on the left. Your wife is welcome to accompany you.”

She looked between Erin and me when she said it. A beat of arithmetic moved across her face.

“Both of us are his wives.”

The nurse looked at Erin in her gown and her grippy socks. She looked at the clipboard. She decided, visibly, that the clipboard didn’t cover this, and she wasn’t paid enough to invent a policy in the hallway.

“Press the buzzer when the sample’s ready.”

The collection room was small and trying its best. A loveseat in wipe-clean vinyl. A television I prayed nobody would turn on. A pile of magazines. A dispenser of nitrile gloves on the wall, a sink, and on a steel tray, a plastic cup with an orange lid and a label printed with Matt’s name and a barcode, as if my husband were a parcel.

Erin picked up the laminated card beside the cup and read it like a warrant.

“No saliva. No lubricant on collection. Wash hands. First portion of the sample is the most important—don’t miss the cup.”

She set the card down and turned around, and the gown and the socks did nothing, nothing at all, to soften what arrived in her eyes.

“All right. Lab rules. Nothing wet touches his cock. Everything else belongs to us.”

“Erin—”

“Strip, Jules.”

My cunt clenched before my hands moved. That voice. The one that pressed my face into a pillow the night Claire broke us, the one that had been telling my body what it needed since a kasbah in the desert. I pulled my blouse over my head, unhooked my bra, pushed my jeans and underwear down in one motion and stepped out of them, naked in a room with a barcode and a vinyl loveseat, and I’d never felt less ridiculous in my life.

“Sit. Legs wide open. Let your husband see how wet this makes you.”

“Our husband.”

“Sorry.”

She looked genuinely sorry.

I kissed her.

She turned and looked at Matt.

“Sorry, Matt.”

“I understand. Now… milk me.”

I sat back on the loveseat and opened my thighs. I was already soaked—the slick gathered between my lips and running toward the vinyl, my clit swollen before anything had touched it, the smell of my own arousal climbing into a room that had been all sanitizer a minute ago and was losing the argument.

Matt looked at my cunt and made a sound from his chest with no language in it.

“Hand on the wall, Matt.”

He braced his arm against the wall beside the loveseat, standing over me. Erin pulled his pants and boxers down to his thighs. His cock sprang free—thick, flushed dark, the circumcised head swollen and glossy, a thread of precum weeping from the slit, catching the light, breaking, running down over his knuckles as he gripped himself.

His fist worked slow, dry strokes, the head flushing darker each time it appeared, and I could see the vein on the underside standing up.

His eyes never settled—my cunt, my face, my cunt.

Erin snapped a glove onto her right hand. The sound was obscene and official at once. She tore a lubricant sachet open with her teeth, slicked two fingers, and stepped behind him.

“Remember what we said?”

She said it quietly. To him. To me. To the promise she’d made on a blanket in a ruined fort with a hawk turning overhead. When we make a baby, this is how I want it. Me milking his cum into you. All three of us in the act.

“But Matt can’t cum inside me.”

“He is cumming inside you, Jules. Today it takes the long way.”

Her gloved fingers slid down between his cheeks.

“The cup. The lab. In a few days a doctor puts what we make this morning inside you, and it stays for nine months. I’m keeping my promise. The cup is just the route.”

Her finger found his ring and circled, pressing the lube into the muscle until it softened under her fingertip—not giving way, opening—and she entered him. Slow. Deliberate. The precision she brought to everything she touched. Matt’s breath punched out of him. His knuckles whitened against the wall, and his fist faltered on his cock and then found its rhythm again, harder now.

“Touch your clit, Jules. Show him what he’s making.”

Erin reached around our husband and took over, wanking him from root to tip while fingering his prostate.

I put two fingers on my clit and rolled it—the hood slipping back under my fingertips, the raw bud beneath, hot and pulsing, fresh slick flooding down over my hole—and the wet rhythm of my own hand was the loudest thing in the room until Matt’s breathing beat it.

His hips started moving. Rocking forward into Erin’s fist, back onto her finger, caught between his desire to fuck us and make a baby.

A drop of sweat tracked down his temple and hung at his jaw.

“I can feel his heartbeat in my fingertip.”

Erin’s voice was low as she worked his cock.

“Through his prostate. It’s hammering, Jules.”

“I know what that heartbeat does.”

“I want to fuck Matt.”

“Me too.”

“He’s about to cum.”

“Milk him.”

“I am.”

Her gloved finger curled against the gland and pressed, and Matt groaned through his teeth.

“Look at our wife’s cunt, Matt. Don’t close your eyes. Every drop you give this cup ends up inside her. Fill it like you’re filling her.”

“Erin. Jules. I’m—”

Erin’s bare hand came around his hip, holding the cup, steady as a range officer, positioned without a tremor.

“God, I love you both.”

“Cum, Matt. Every drop. We need all of you.”

Erin wanked him harder.

He came.

His cock kicked in his fist and the first jet hit the plastic with a sound I will hear for the rest of my life—the most expensive cum of our marriage delivered in thick white ropes into two ounces of labeled plastic, his balls drawn up tight, every pulse pushed out from the inside by Erin’s fist on his cock and her finger working the gland through each spasm, drawing him out longer than his body knew it could go.

His whole frame seized. The sound he made was strangled against his own arm, the muffled, broken groan of a man trying to be quiet in a building full of strangers, and the cup caught everything.

I went over the edge watching it. My fingers were still on my clit, and my cunt clenched hard around nothing, pulsing in deep rolling waves, my clit throbbing under my own hand, my thighs shaking against the vinyl.

I bit my forearm and came with my husband and wife’s names locked behind my teeth and my eyes wide open, because I wasn’t going to miss a second of what was in front of me.

Silence. Three people breathing in a small room that smelled like all of us now.

Erin withdrew her finger gently. Matt shuddered. She stripped the glove inside out, dropped it in the bin, screwed the orange lid onto the cup, and checked the label against his face like a customs officer.

“Sample confirmed, Matt.”

“That’s not—” He was still catching his breath. “There’s no dignity left in this room.”

“There was never dignity in this room, darling. There’s a vinyl couch and a barcode.” I pulled my jeans back on. “There’s only us. Us was the point.”

“And yet we came. Both of us.”

“Yes.”

Erin set the cup in the steel pass-through hatch and pressed the buzzer. Then she stood for a moment with her hand flat on the closed hatch, her back to us, in her gown and her hospital socks.

“Erin?”

“Three eggs and that cup.” She didn’t turn around. “Everything I have left is about to be in one room, and I won’t even be awake.”

Matt crossed to her and kissed the place above her eyes.

“Jules and I will be awake for it.”

They took Erin through at ten.

The waiting room had eleven chairs, a water cooler, and a wall of photographs of other people’s babies. I counted the chairs. I counted the babies. I counted the minutes—they’d said thirty for the retrieval, maybe forty-five—and somewhere around minute twenty, my hands found each other in my lap and started doing arithmetic that wasn’t arithmetic.

The last time Matt and I had sat on the far side of doors with Erin behind them, there’d been a knife involved, and surgeons, and a Chief with red eyes. My body remembered. It rose in my chest with the antiseptic smell, the old animal fear, and I had to say it out loud to put it down.

Matt looked tired, and the color had drained from his face.

“This isn’t bad, Matt.”

“No.”

“Say the rest.”

“This is hope for all three of us.”

He held my hand, his thumb moving across my knuckles.

Forty-one minutes. I know because I counted.

They let us into recovery.

Erin was propped against pillows with her hair flattened on one side, an IV in the back of her hand, and the unfocused, beatific expression of a woman whose bloodstream was doing her thinking for her. She saw us and pointed at me with the IV hand, trailing tube.

“That’s my wife.” She swung the finger to Matt. “That’s my husband. Tell your paperwork to deal with it.”

The recovery nurse, to her permanent credit, didn’t blink.

“It’s coping. How’s the pain?”

“There’s pain?”

“That’ll be a no.”

Erin patted the bed until I sat on the edge of it. She took my hand and examined my fingers one at a time, frowning, an inspection failing to locate whatever it was inspecting for.

“Jules. Jules. They got all three.”

“I heard, darling.”

“Three. I grew three. With one ovary.”

She held up four fingers, looked at them, and folded one down with great seriousness.

“The doctor said excellent yield. I’ve never been an excellent yield before. I’ve been commended twice and I never got excellent yield.”

Matt’s jaw worked once and gave. The tears came without a sound.

“I want a cortado, Matt.”

“You can have apple juice.”

“Why are you crying?”

“I’m happy, Erin.”

“Matt. Matt.”

Erin grabbed his sleeve and pulled him down to confidential range, then announced at full volume.

“We are making a baby. Three of us. Tell everyone.”

“Are the drugs good, Erin?”

“The drugs are excellent. Once we get out of here, I want to suck your cock. Me and Jules together. Sharing.”

The nurse checked the IV and the chart. She’d heard it all before.

“We retrieved three mature eggs. The embryologist will introduce the sample this afternoon, and the lab will call tomorrow morning with fertilization results.”

She looked at the three of us, and whatever the clipboard didn’t cover, her face had decided to cover it. “She’ll be drowsy for a few hours. Take her home. Feed her. Let her sleep.”

Erin pointed at the ceiling.

“Take me home.”

We took her home.

Matt made three cortados at four o’clock.

Erin was on the sofa under the throw blanket I’d wrapped her in, propped between my hip and the cushions, sleep-soft and surfacing, the loopiness burned off into something quieter. The grinder ran. The tamp—tap, settle, polish. The wand, the pour, the wrist-flick that left a single white heart on the surface.

Matt carried our coffee.

Erin took the cup in both hands and closed her eyes on the first sip—the involuntary beat, the body surrendering to a thing it didn’t expect to want, the same beat as the Burgundy, the same beat as the first morning. Then she opened them and looked at us over the rim, and her eyes were wet and entirely her own.

“It’s happening right now. Isn’t it?”

“Right now.”

Somewhere across town, in a lab I couldn’t drive to, in a dish I’d never see, Erin’s three eggs and the most expensive cum of our marriage were meeting in a room with no one we loved in it. The first thing the three of us had ever made that none of the three of us could touch.

I couldn’t pour it a glass of wine.

Nobody could be ten yards ahead of it.

There was no spreadsheet.

Matt sat on the floor with his back against the sofa, his hand around Erin’s ankle. I put my head on her shoulder, and her cheek came down to rest on my hair, and the lawyer’s stack waited on the counter, and the olive jar stood where it had stood since the night at Kline’s, holding its breath with the rest of us.

The espresso machine ticked once. Metal cooling. The thermal sigh.

Tomorrow, the phone would ring.

Tonight, all we could do was hold each other.

So we did.

Erin woke at two in the morning.

“It’s time, Jules.”

“Time?”

“I’m completely sober. The drugs are gone.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I want you and me to suck Matt’s cock.”

“Oh, you remember?”

“Yes.”

We pulled the comforter off our husband.

Matt surfaced slowly, one eye, then both, reading the two women kneeling over him in the dark the way he read everything—without alarm, without questions, waiting for the room to tell him what it was.

“It’s two in the morning.”

“We know.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, Matt.”

Erin took his hand.

“We are having a shower.”

He looked at her. He looked at me. Whatever he found in our faces, he didn’t ask it to explain itself. He got up and followed two naked women across the bedroom in the dark, and that, right there, was the whole of our husband—a man who trusted the women he loved to lead him somewhere worth going.

The first water was cold. One icy beat, the plumbing’s toll, and none of us flinched. Then the heat arrived, and the steam rose, and the wet room held three bodies the way it had held three bodies since the first morning.

We washed him.

Not for long. Not a production. Four hands and soap—his chest, his shoulders, his stomach, down his arms to the hands that made cortados and held us open and carried everything this family had ever needed, carried. Matt stood still under the water and let us, his jaw working, his eyes moving from Erin’s face to mine.

“What is this?”

“Yesterday morning belonged to the lab. Today belongs to you.”

We knelt.

Both of us.

Together.

The tile was hard under my knees, the water streaming down my back, and I’d knelt on tile like this only days ago for Erin and learned the word for it. The word was worship. Tonight, there were two of us on our knees, but the word hadn’t changed.

Above us, Matt exhaled like a man being handed something he hadn’t asked for.

“Tonight we give to you, Matt.”

“Why?”

Her hand wrapped around the base of his cock.

“Because you gave everything yesterday. Tonight it comes back.”

“I love you both.”

“I have wanted to give you this since the recovery room.”

His cock was already hard. Thick, flushed dark, the head swollen and glossy under the water, rising out of her fist. My cunt clenched at the sight of it—the deep involuntary squeeze of a body that had been promised nothing tonight and wanted everything anyway—but I let the ache stand.

The ache wasn’t the point.

Matt was the point.

Erin took his cock in her mouth.

Her lips closed over the rim of his head, and I watched her eyes shut—an instinctive beat, her body surrendering—and the sound she made around him was low and grateful and traveled up through his body into the hand he put in her hair.

She took him slowly. No rush to vacate a plastic cubicle. This was devotional. The unhurried mouth of a woman who didn’t waste access, sliding her mouth down our husband’s shaft until her lips met her own fist, then drawing back slowly before taking him deeper.

I went lower.

Matt’s balls hung heavy beneath Erin’s working mouth, drawn tight already, and I took one between my lips—the weight of it, the heat, the skin soft and tightening on my tongue—and sucked gently. Matt’s whole frame shuddered.

I rolled it in my mouth. I took both. I pressed my tongue flat against the place where everything he’d given the cup the morning before had been made, and I felt his pulse there—the heartbeat, the nine-year metronome, hammering through the root of him while Erin’s mouth worked the shaft above me.

“Jules. Erin. God.”

Both names. One breath.

His hands found us—one buried in Erin’s wet hair, one in mine, not guiding, holding. The water fell on all three of us. The sounds filled the room, and the steam carried them: Erin’s mouth bobbing up and down his cock, wet and rhythmic, the slick pull of her lips on every stroke. My mouth on his balls, sucking gently, his breathing, breaking apart above us by degrees.

I looked up.

Through the water, my husband was looking down at both of us with his face wide open—the steadiness gone, or not gone, given—a man standing in the falling water with one wife’s mouth on his cock and the other, her mouth beneath.

Our husband was being loved at two in the morning by the two people who knew the full value of everything he was. The sight of it went through my cunt like a current. I moaned against him, and the moan joined Erin’s, and his cock jerked between us.

“I’m close.”

“Good.”

Erin pulled back just long enough to speak, her fist still working him at the root, her voice stripped to nerve.

“Somewhere across town, it’s already happening, Matt. So give it to us, too. Cum in my mouth.”

She took him deep.

He came.

His cock kicked against her tongue, and I felt every pulse from below—his balls drawing up under my mouth, the contractions rolling through the root of him, his heartbeat slamming through the thin skin against my lips. The sound he made was both our names broken into pieces, his hands tightening in our hair, his hips shaking, and Erin held her mouth still and took it all and didn’t swallow.

She held it.

She drew off him slowly, her lips sealed, and turned to me, and I knew.

I rose to meet her, and she kissed me with her mouth full of him—opened against my lips and gave me half of everything he’d given her, his cum moving warm and thick from her tongue onto mine, salt and density and the taste I’d known for nine years arriving from the mouth of the woman I loved.

We swallowed together.

Matt had cum in both our mouths at once, one mouth removed. And kneeling on the tile with his taste going down my throat and Erin’s lips still on mine, I understood what the night was. The lab had the dish, the science, and the cells already deciding. This was the rest of it—the part people were built for. Our man had filled both his women in the same hour his child was beginning, and no clinic protocol on earth could touch the oldest arithmetic there is.

Consummated.

Conceived.

Erin pressed her forehead to his hip, her eyes closed, the water running over her face.

“Thank you, Matt.”

“For what? I should be—”

“For the cup yesterday morning. For your hands that never flinch. For a child I couldn’t make alone.” She looked up at him. “I’ve thanked exactly three people in my life and meant it all three times. You and Jules had two of them.”

I kissed the inside of his thigh, then stood into the water beside her.

“Thank you, darling. For walking into that bar with me and never once asking to walk back out.”

Matt pulled us up and in—one arm around each of us, our heads against his chest, his heart still slamming under my ear. When he spoke, his voice was wrecked and level at the same time, the way only Matt’s voice could be.

“I keep doing the math, and it doesn’t work. I’m a man who made coffee. That was the whole inventory. And somehow I’m standing in this shower with my wife and my wife, and there’s a dish across town with our baby in it, and two women just knelt on a tile floor for me like I’m worth kneeling for.”

His jaw fought him and lost.

“You are worth everything, Matt.”

“I don’t feel like a lucky man. Lucky is a lottery ticket. I feel like a man who got chosen, twice, by the two best people he’s ever met. Whatever the phone says tomorrow, you already gave me everything. There’s nothing left to want.”

The water fell.

Nobody moved.

Three bodies in the steam, two scars between us, one phone waiting on a nightstand, and one dish across town doing the work of the future in the dark.

We dried each other and went back to bed, Erin in the middle, Matt’s hand on her stomach, my hand over his.

The phone would ring in the morning.

We slept like the answer was already yes.


Chapter Five

◆◆◆

Nobody worked.

Our three laptops sat open on the counter, the way surgeons leave instruments out for an operation nobody’s scheduled. Matt’s roaster spreadsheet had gone to screensaver an hour ago. Erin’s color-coded calendar glowed with a blue square that said LAB CALL—AM and refused to say when.

My draft email to Claire had been one sentence long since seven o’clock.

“What do I say to my sister?”

Matt shrugged.

“We could visit.”

Erin shook her head.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Claire won’t be her best. She’s ashamed, probably sick, possibly still in withdrawal. She needs space and a routine. Ten days in, visitors are weather. She doesn’t need weather.”

“What should I say in an email, then?”

I pointed at my laptop. Erin looked at the one sentence sitting in the draft like a stone in a dry fountain.

“No email.”

“What then? Call her?”

The phone lay face-up on the counter.

We never kept phones on the counter. House rule, three years old, Matt’s rule. This morning, he’d put mine there himself, screen up, volume checked twice, and the rule had stood aside the way rules do when something larger enters the building.

“Jules. Stop.”

“I’m not doing anything.”

“You’re counting the rings it hasn’t made.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“You’re on four hundred and something.”

Four hundred and eleven. I let go of the number and drank my cortado. Matt had made three without ceremony and set them down between us, and the machine ticked behind him, cooling, the only thing in the kitchen with a steady pulse.

Erin picked up my phone and opened it to my messaging app.

“We send her a video message. A happy one. One way—she watches it when she’s ready, as many times as she wants, and she owes nobody a reply. She knows we’re here. No email she has to answer. No call she has to perform for.”

“One way. That works.”

“No pressure on Claire.”

“When?”

Erin set the phone back down on the counter, face-up, screen dark.

“When do you want to do it, Jules?”

“After. Whatever today gives us, she gets the truth of it. Claire’s had enough of this family’s edited versions.”

The doorbell rang.

I knocked my stool over getting to it. Cortado spilled across the counter, Matt’s hand catching my laptop, my heart slamming its whole argument into my throat—and I yanked the door open on a delivery driver holding a brown cardboard box.

“Jules Carver?”

“That’s—yes.”

“Sign here.”

I signed something illegible and carried the box back to the kitchen with my pulse still arguing. Erin had mopped the cortado with a dish towel. Matt had righted the stool.

“It’s not them. Labs don’t courier news.”

“I know, Erin.”

“Then why are your hands shaking?”

“Because the doorbell sounds exactly like a phone if you’re insane.”

She almost smiled. Then her eyes went to the label on the box, and the almost-smile changed into something with more weather in it.

“That’s the package.”

“That’s the package.”

Matt looked between us.

“What package?”

“Casablanca, darling.” I set it on the counter, unopened. “A conversation Erin started in a bar and never finished.”

“Mrs. Carver? This is Dana, calling from the embryology lab with your fertilization report from yesterday’s retrieval. I need to speak with Erin.”

“This is Erin Sullivan.” Her hand flattened on the counter. “They’re my family. Whatever the report says, you say it to all three of us.”

A half-second of silence while a stranger across town did the arithmetic everyone did.

“Understood. So—I have the report in front of me. We retrieved three mature eggs.”

“We know.”

“All three fertilized normally overnight.”

The kitchen didn’t move.

“Say it again.”

Erin’s voice was low, and it cracked on the second word.

“All three, Ms. Sullivan. Three for three. Normal fertilization on every egg—and I’ll tell you, with the numbers we work with, that’s a strong morning. We’ll culture them now and call you with a progress report on day three, and the blastocyst report on day five. Friday.”

“Friday.”

“Friday. Congratulations—it’s a good start.”

Dana hung up. The phone screen died. Nobody touched it.

Three for three.

I watched it land on Erin.

The precinct face tried to file the evidence. I watched it try—her jaw set, her eyes steady, fifteen years of training reaching for the folder marked pending further review—and the evidence wouldn’t file. It kept being true. Three eggs from one ovary that had been shot, stabbed, doubted by every doctor who’d ever read her chart, and all three of them had done the thing in the dark that her whole body had been told it couldn’t do.

The cop face didn’t crack.

It surrendered.

“Three for three.”

“Yes, darling.”

“My eggs aren’t broken.”

Her hand came off the cup and flattened against her stomach, over both scars, the gesture that had always been ours arriving home to its owner.

“Mine worked. All of them worked.”

“They worked, Erin.”

“And Matt’s already in them.”

Her breath went ragged on the arithmetic of it.

“His half, my half—already one thing. Ten years, nothing inside me could live, and right now, across town, we’re—oh, fuck.”

Her knees went.

I got there before she fell, and Matt got there a moment later. The last time her legs had buckled, it was a morgue corridor at three in the morning, fourteen hours of holding finally coming due. Grief and joy run on the same circuitry. Her body had only ever buckled for the dead. Today it buckled for the living.

He cried. Erin cried. I cried.

Nobody apologized.

“Nobody—”

She stopped. Started again, and her voice had water at the bottom of it now.

“Ten years of can’t guarantee. Ten years of we’re sorry in rooms that smelled like this morning. And my body just went three for three.”

“Because you were never broken, Erin.”

Matt’s hand covered hers, over the scars, over the place the morning had just acquitted. I cupped her face in my hands and pressed my forehead to hers.

“Not broken, darling. Just not finished.”

“You, Matt, and me, Jules. We are one step closer.”

“Thank you.”

“I should be thanking you.”

“We all want this baby, Erin.”

“I know.”

Erin closed her eyes, and Matt wrapped his arms around both of us.

“You heard what the lady said.”

“An excellent yield.”

“Don’t cry, Erin.”

Our crying was laced with laughter that came up through us like the water main breaking—the laugh, then the tears arriving inside the laugh, neither of them asking permission, and we stood in our kitchen and let both happen at once, undefended, without witnesses.

The espresso machine ticked.

The win settled in.

“Shall we make a video for my sister?”

“Yes.”

Erin picked up my phone, wiped her eyes once with the back of her wrist, and turned the camera on us. Range-officer hands. The frame didn’t waver a millimeter.

“What do I—”

“Don’t compose it, Jules. She’s had a lifetime of you composed. Just tell her.”

Erin pressed record, and the three of us crowded into the little window like a family in a photo booth—Matt half a head too tall for the frame, lifting a hand in the stiff wave of a man who’d never once been natural on camera, Erin’s chin coming over my shoulder, and me in the middle, looking at my sister through a lens.

“Hi, Claire. It’s us. All of us.”

My voice did something to me, and I let it.

“We got news this morning, and you’re the first person we’re telling. Our eggs took. All three of them. Team Triad is three for three, Claire. We find out on Friday how many keep growing, and we’re happy. We’re so happy, and we wanted you inside the happiness, because you’re ours and that’s permanent. No need to call back. No need to do anything. Eat your breakfast. Argue with Meg.”

The laugh got into the frame before I could stop it.

“We love you, Claire. We’re here. That’s the whole message.”

My tears ran. Erin held the phone. Matt leaned into the lens.

“Hi, Claire. Take care of yourself. We love you.”

One sentence, and somehow it carried all of him.

Erin turned the camera on herself, and the screen filled with the face Claire had last seen hauling her out of the wreckage, except nothing in it now was crisis gear.

“Sullivan here. Your sister stared at this phone for three hours this morning trying to write you an email. I deleted it. You owe me one.”

She ended the recording, pressed send before any of us could ask to watch it back, then she set the phone face-down on the counter—the house rule still ignored, the larger thing concluded.

“No reply expected is the right way, Jules.”

“And if she replies?”

“Then it’s a gift. One way. That’s what makes it safe for her to open.”

No reply came that day.

None was owed.

We ate lunch like a family who’d forgotten how forks worked, and then Erin spread the science across the counter the way she’d once spread case files.

“Three fertilized is not three babies.”

Her voice had dried out and found its flat tone again, and I loved her for the discipline of it.

“Today, there are two cells, maybe four. Now they grow, or they don’t, and nobody can help them do it. Day three, Dana calls with a progress report. Day five—Friday—we learn how many made blastocyst. That’s the stage that can be transferred. The strong ones make it. Some don’t. The book says maybe half.”

“And if all three make it?”

“One goes into you. The rest are frozen.” She held my eyes. “And if one makes it, one goes into you, and there’s no rest.”

“And if none—”

“Then Friday is a different day, and we live it when it comes.”

She squared the imaginary file with two fingers.

“But they fertilized in twelve hours like they’d been waiting years for the introduction. I’m not betting against them.”

She reached into her bag and set a small pack on the counter beside the olive jar. Foil, a dial of little days, the pill pack she’d lived on for years, and surrendered at an airport in another country.

She pressed the first one out.

I reached over and placed my hand over it.

“Not yet, Erin.”

“I don’t want to stop you and Matt. This is my only chance.”

“It’s not your decision alone. We are family.”

I knew she wanted to do the honorable thing. Pray this would work the first time, and if not, turn the page.

“What then, Jules?”

“We will keep trying for us.”

She folded into me, and I held her. Matt came from behind and sandwiched our wife, the center of our love.

Then Erin looked at the brown box.

“Now we’ve heard the news, it’s time to open our gift.”

She opened it with a kitchen knife, one clean stroke down the tape like a woman processing evidence, and lifted the thing out of its packaging and set it on the counter between the olive jar and her birth control with a complete absence of shame that made my whole body flush.

A harness. Soft black straps. And the curve of it—substantial, smooth, the color of nothing in nature.

My mouth went dry. My cunt, unconsulted, did the opposite.

“You said in Casablanca we should talk about it.”

“I remember what I said, Jules.”

“That’s big.”

“Not as big as Matt.”

She looked up, and the precinct face was gone, and what was underneath had heat in it.

“Double penetration without an extra man. You, me, and Matt. All three of us fucking each other. I’ve waited so long to finish that conversation.”

The words arrived as pictures. My wife under me. Our husband behind me. My thighs pressed together on the stool, and the pressure reported back exactly how wet I already was.

Matt cleared his throat.

“You’re not fucking me.”

We both stared at him, then stared at the strap-on, and together, we burst out laughing.

The laugh burned off the nerves. The want underneath it didn’t move. And Matt, laughing, was already hard in his jeans, the line of his cock plain against the denim, his body taking the conversation more seriously than his mouth was.

“Tonight we try something new.”

Erin closed the box flaps over it like a verdict.

“Our eggs grew three for three. I want to celebrate the only way that’s left to a woman who can’t be touched for a week.”

She looked at me, and her voice dropped into the tone that ran my body from a kasbah onward.

“I can’t receive, Jules. But I can give. And I have never once in my life wanted to give something this much.”

Goosebumps ran the length of both my arms. I gulped. My nipples went tight under my shirt, and I heard my own breathing change in a silent kitchen.

Matt placed a hand on each of us.

“We can fuck you together, Jules.”

My cunt clenched around nothing except the idea of them double penetrating me. When I shifted on the stool, the seam of my jeans pressed wet cotton against me. It was hours until dark. I wasn’t going to make it gracefully.

The box went upstairs before dinner. Erin carried it under one arm like laundry, came back down, and ate pasta at the counter like a woman refueling. Nobody mentioned the new cock in the house. Twice I caught Matt watching me over his fork, and twice the look landed somewhere well below my appetite.

At ten, Erin stood and held out her hand.

“Come upstairs, Jules. It’s time we fucked you hard.”

“I’ve never done anal. Not really. Your tongue and a finger. That cock is huge.”

“The cock is servicing your cunt, darling. Matt—”

“He’s even bigger.”

She smiled. Then she laughed.

“I have lube, and I’ll make sure you’re ready with my tongue and fingers.”

The bedroom lamp was on. The warm one, the one that makes skin look like something you’d paint. Erin set the lube on the nightstand like a woman laying out the evening’s argument, and undressed without ceremony, folding each thing as it came off. She lay back against the pillows and let me look at her. Her breasts settled, nipples already tight. The bloat still rounded her lower belly.

Both scars caught the lamplight.

“Rules. I don’t move. My body’s earned a still night. You ride me, Jules. You do the work, and you take what you need. And Matt—”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“You’ve never done this.”

“I know what I’m doing because you left the instructions all over your face in Casablanca.”

She laughed, once, low. Then the laugh left the room.

“Straddle my face, Jules. I want to lick your cunt.”

I pulled my shirt over my head, dropped my jeans, and peeled my underwear down my legs. The cotton clung before it came away, soaked through at the gusset, a dark stain that mapped every hour since a stranger said we were three for three. I threw them to Matt.

“Keep those.”

His fist closed around the wet cotton, and he brought them to his nose.

I climbed onto the bed.

One knee went down beside Erin’s shoulder. Then I cocked the other leg over her, and the spread of it opened me—I felt my swollen lips part with the stretch, the air of the room arriving on wet skin. Erin lay between my knees and watched it happen from underneath, her eyes moving over my cunt at a distance of a hand’s width, unhurried, like a woman reading something written for her.

I’d never once stood over her. She’d never been more in command.

I placed my knees with care, bracketing her head, my shins sinking into the mattress, and lowered myself by degrees—and stopped, the old instinct catching me, the fear of giving someone my whole weight.

Her hands closed on my hips and pulled.

“All of it. Give me your weight, Jules.”

“It—”

“Stop teasing me.”

I gave it to her.

Her mouth rose to meet me, and the first touch was her breath, then her lips, then the long soft heat of her tongue opening me, and I heard the sound she made underneath me—low, satisfied, the sound of a woman getting something she’d asked for. I was wet enough that it ran, and we’d both known it would. She didn’t wipe her chin.

She licked me slowly. Entrance to clit, the flat of her tongue heavy and patient, then the tip of it tracing the seam of me, then her lips closing around my clit with a suction so gentle it felt like a prayer. My hips moved before I voted on it. She hummed her approval into my cunt, and the hum went up my spine.

“Ride my mouth. I said you do the work.”

“God… this is so fucking good.”

I rode her mouth with my hands braced on the wall above the bed, looking down my own body at her eyes looking up, her hands kneading my ass, my hips rolling her tongue exactly where I needed it, the lamplight gold across all three of us. Across the room Matt stood watching, undressed now, his cock standing hard against his stomach, a bead at the tip he hadn’t touched.

Watching his wives.

Waiting for when.

The cap of the lube clicked.

Erin’s hand left my ass and came back slick, and her fingers slid up the back of my thigh and found my asshole, and circled the ridges. No pressure. Just presence, a slow wet acquaintance, her tongue never pausing on my clit, and my body understood the whole shape of the night at once and clenched everywhere it could clench.

“Erin—”

She pressed.

One finger slid inside me to the first knuckle, and the ring resisted out of habit and then made room for her the way everything eventually made room for Erin. I dropped my head and groaned. She worked it deeper by degrees, curling inside me, patient, her mouth and her finger trading rhythms, and when I’d softened around her she added the second, and I felt the stretch arrive with edges on it.

“Now, Matt. She’s ready for your mouth.”

“This feels amazing.”

The bed took his weight behind me. His hands ran up my back, and his mouth landed at the top of my spine and started down, kissing me vertebra by vertebra. I folded forward onto my hands over my wife and tipped my ass up to my husband, and her mouth followed my cunt and refused to give back the inch.

His tongue touched my pucker where her fingers held it open.

The sound I made had no shape.

Erin’s fingers seated inside my ass, Matt’s tongue circling the stretched ring around them, her lips sealed on my clit, and every nerve I owned reported to the same three square inches. He licked the rim slowly, wet and flat, no hurry anywhere in him, and she scissored her fingers gently and let his tongue work the opening she’d made, and between her mouth and her hand and his mouth, the orgasm started assembling itself out of parts, low in my cunt, gathering, inevitable—

“Stop.”

Nobody stopped.

“Stop, stop, I’m going to cum—”

Erin’s mouth left my clit. Her fingers stilled.

“Then cum, Jules.”

“No. Not like this.”

My voice was wrecked, and I let it be.

“I’ve been close since the kitchen. Since you put that thing on the counter next to your birth control like it was groceries. And I’m not spending it on your mouth. I want what you promised me, Erin. Your cock in my cunt. Matt fucking my ass. Both of you inside me at the same time, fucking me, and I’ll do the work, I’ll ride you like you said—but I want to cum full. Stuffed full of my wife and my husband or not at all. Please.”

The room held still for one breath.

“Fetch the box, Jules.”

I climbed off her on shaking legs, brought the harness back to the bed, and buckled it onto her with hands that weren’t steady anymore and didn’t try to be. The straps were low across her hips, under the bloat, and I was careful of a body still sore from the needle. My thumb crossed the old scar, then the new one, and kept moving. The base settled against her mound, and her chin was still shining with me in the lamplight, and the curve of it stood up from her body, substantial, smooth, the color of nothing in nature.

I stroked lube down the length of it. Patient. No pulse in it at all.

Then I straddled my wife’s hips, gripped the shaft, held it steady, and sank my cunt down her cock.

The head parted my lips and spread me open the way Matt’s cock spreads me open, but cooler, harder, no give anywhere in it. I was so wet there was nothing to slow it, just the long filling slide and the stretch arriving with it. I took it to the base in one slow descent that emptied my lungs on the way down. The silicone didn’t throb. It didn’t answer. My cunt gripped it and got nothing back, and the strangeness of that climbed my spine.

“Oh, fuck.”

“Describe it for us, Jules.”

“I’m full. It’s so hard. It doesn’t give. It’s you, and it isn’t, it’s—”

“It’s mine. It’s me inside you, Jules. The rest is materials.”

My cunt clenched around her cock so hard she felt it through the base and exhaled like I’d touched her.

I rode Erin slowly. Every rise dragged the head against my front wall. Every forward roll ground my clit against the base, a flat bright pressure through the slick, and within a dozen strokes, my hips had stopped asking my permission.

Erin lay still exactly as ordered, hands on my thighs, eyes open and locked on mine, doing all of her fucking through them.

“You’re grinding me, Jules.”

“I know.”

“Good. Take it. And now fold down.” Her hands came up. “Give our husband your virgin hole.”

I folded onto her, chest to chest, my face in her neck, the angle tipping my hips and sliding me half off the shaft, the head still seated, holding my cunt open while my ass lifted between the three of us. Erin took my ass in both palms.

And spread me open for her husband.

“There. Fuck our sweetheart slowly, Matt.”

No condom.

The lube ran cool down the seam of me where her thumbs held me wide, and then the blunt broad head of my husband’s cock pressed against my asshole, and the whole night narrowed to that one point of pressure.

“Jules.”

“Yes.”

“Bear down for me.”

I bore down and took all of Erin’s cock, squeezing and milking it as my body trembled everywhere.

He pressed his crown against my ring, and it opened. Not gave way—opened, a yielding I chose muscle by muscle, readied by her fingers and his tongue and wanting it anyway in a way no preparation touches.

The head of his cock pushed past it, and the stretch doubled, and the burn rose and spread and banked itself into a deep, heavy fullness that nothing in thirty-five years of my body had ever resembled. I cried out into Erin’s shoulder.

“Let her stretch around you, Matt.”

Matt held still, seated just inside me, his hands shaking on my hips, the patience costing him everything he had.

“Give me more. Please. I need it. Both of you.”

“Jules—”

“Slowly. All of it. I want all of it.”

He gave it to me by breaths. An inch, a pause, my body learning to be this full. The silicone solid and motionless, deep in my cunt. Matt’s cock was hot and alive in my ass. Between them, a wall the width of a held breath that had never once been pressed from both sides. He bottomed out, his hips flush against me, and nobody moved, and I hung between my wife and my husband, doubly taken, completely held.

That was when I felt it.

The heartbeat.

The silicone in my cunt had no pulse. The cock in my ass hammered with his whole heart, quick and hard, and through the thin wall between them, my body could tell, in the dark of itself, with perfect clarity, exactly which part of all that fullness was him.

“I can feel your heartbeat, Matt. There. I can feel it there.”

“Jesus, Jules.”

“Erin. He’s pounding. I can feel him through the wall. I can feel his cock rubbing against yours.”

“I know. Now fuck her, Matt. Jules, you ride both cocks.”

I rode.

Slow at first, learning the physics. Rising drove me back onto Matt’s cock and off the silicone. Sinking took the silicone deep and slid him shallow. Then his counter-stroke arrived, and the alternation collapsed, and there were moments, brief and white, when both of them were seated balls deep inside me.

I was full at once, and the breath went out of me entirely.

My clit dragged the base of Erin’s cock on every descent. The wet sounds layered, slick, and obscene. She lay beneath me, taking the weight of us both, motionless and absolutely in command, her eyes moving between my face and her husband’s over my shoulder.

A flush had climbed her chest. Her lips were parted. She was taking everything she’d refused to receive, through the base of the shaft and the weight of me and the view.

“Look at her, Matt. Look at our wife taking both of us.”

“I’m looking.”

“How does her ass feel?”

“Tight. Hot. She grips me every time she sinks onto you. I can feel you through her, Erin. I can feel the shaft of you through—” His voice tore in half. “I’m not going to last.”

“Then listen first.”

I got my hands flat on Erin’s chest, lifted my head, and said it with both of them inside me.

“I can feel you both. Erin, your cock is in my cunt, and his is in my ass, and there’s a breath between you. One breath. You’re fucking each other through me, and I’m the place where you meet, and I’ve never been this full or this held or this sure of anything in my—”

“Cum for us, Jules. Show him what we feel like inside you.”

I came.

Everything the night had refused me arrived at once. My cunt clamped down on the unyielding shaft and found no give. My ass seized around Matt’s cock and found pulse, heat, life. My clit crushed flat against the base on the last grinding descent and throbbed there, trapped, finishing what Erin’s mouth had started an hour ago, and the wall between my wife and my husband took the pressure from both sides until it had nowhere to send it but up my spine and out of my throat.

My thighs locked on Erin’s hips. My nails marked her shoulders. The sound I made had no language in it anywhere, and the waves came doubled, each clench squeezing both of them, each squeeze breaking the next wave loose, my whole body one fist closing around the two people it loved.

Matt broke behind me.

His hips slammed forward and held, and his cock kicked inside my back passage, every pulse magnified through the stretched ring, through the thin wall, through the long rolling end of my own orgasm.

He came hard inside me, and his warm cum spread with his hands clamped on my hips, and my name ground down to one syllable.

We came apart by degrees.

Matt withdrew slowly, carefully, and the emptiness behind was enormous and ached like a bruise I wanted to keep. I lifted off the silicone on shaking thighs, and Erin caught me. She sat up, sore and bloated and forbidden to be touched, and she caught me and laid me down between them on the wrecked sheets.

“You didn’t cum, Erin.”

“No.”

“Do you want—”

“Jules.”

She unbuckled the harness one-handed and dropped it over the side of the bed, and her face above me was open all the way to the floor.

“I spent this morning being told my body works. I spent tonight with my tongue inside my wife and then my new cock inside her while our husband filled her from behind. There’s no orgasm in the world that improves on this day. Some nights the giving is the cumming.”

Matt lay down on my other side, still breathing like a man who’d run somewhere worth running. His hand found my stomach. Erin’s hand found his. Mine went over both.

The lamp went out.

Across town, in a dark place we couldn’t visit, three clusters of cells were doing the only work that mattered, dividing or not dividing, becoming or not becoming, ours either way.

Three of us in the bed.

Three of them in the dark.

Friday was four days away, and for the first time in my organized life, I fell asleep without counting a single one of them.


Chapter Six

◆◆◆

Waiting was awful.

It was worse waiting at home. Home had become the place where we checked phones and pretended we weren’t checking phones, where every silence left room for the question none of us would ask out loud — are they still alive? Three fertilized eggs sitting in a dish in a lab across town, and we couldn’t do a thing about any of them.

So we went to work.

I stood in the middle of the warehouse floor and looked at the physical business I’d built with my sister. Ten thousand square feet of racking and pallets, and the faint vinegar ghost of a Languedoc red that had leaked from a case six months ago and never quite left the concrete.

Something fundamental in my life had changed in the last few minutes.

Charlie’s forklift hummed at the far end, reversing a pallet of Austrian whites onto a shelf Erin had cleared that morning.

Matt saw my face before I said anything. He crossed behind the forklift and held me. Not a quick hug — the kind where his chin settled on top of my head, and his arms pulled tight, and his hands pressed flat against my back like he was holding something together that might come apart.

Erin paused halfway up a stack of pallets in the corner. She’d been running inventory with the focus she brought to everything — clipboard, pencil, her handwriting as tight and deliberate as the woman herself.

She climbed down and crossed the floor without a word.

A three-way hug.

In the middle of our warehouse, under the fluorescent lights, between the racks of Bordeaux blends and a Grüner Veltliner that should’ve been sent back two years ago.

The office staff were on the floor, helping Erin balance the stock. Twelve people saw us. Twelve people smiled. Not one of them looked away or pretended they hadn’t seen it.

I buried my face in Matt’s chest.

“People don’t judge these days, Jules.”

“Our people don’t.”

“How will you explain what’s happening with Claire?”

“I told Suzi in the office that Claire’s with Dad for a few weeks. They shouldn’t know any more than that.”

Erin held one hand. Matt held the other. I stood between them like an axis — but this was different. This was concrete under my feet and inventory on the racks and staff who’d shown up this morning because I’d never missed a payroll in ten years. This was the place where my name meant something before I’d ever walked into Matt or Erin’s life.

And here were the two people I’d chosen, standing in the middle of it, holding my hands like they belonged here. Because they did.

“This feels like marriage.”

Matt and I both looked at Erin.

She smiled. A real smile — open, unhurried, given away the way she gave things now.

“Why do you say that?”

“It’s substance. The rings are decoration and commitment, but this…”

She looked around the warehouse — the forklift, the pallets, and Charlie wiping his hands on his coveralls by the loading dock.

“This is like a marriage contract. It feels different to me.”

I looked around the place.

She was right. Something had shifted between one breath and the next — quietly, without announcement or recognition. I realized it had been true for longer than I’d noticed. The building had always been mine and Claire’s. Now, a few signatures short, it was ours.

“Funny. I felt something change, too.”

“Marriage?”

We pressed our foreheads together. Three points meeting in the center. Matt’s breath on my cheek. Erin’s hair against my temple. The fluorescent lights buzzing above us like they couldn’t care less about the most important word any of us had said since yes.

“Marriage.”

Those rings on Erin’s finger — the pink diamond Matt had carried in his pocket for three weeks, my mother’s eternity band worn thin by forty-one years on her hand, then mine — they were love made visible.

But Erin hadn’t said love.

She’d said marriage. She’d said contract. She’d said substance. The woman who’d spent her life as the outside woman, who’d never had a foundation under her feet that wasn’t someone else’s floor, had looked at a warehouse full of wine racks and coffee equipment and twelve people on a payroll and called it the realest thing she’d ever stood inside.

She was right.

We split up and started the transformation.

Matt used Charlie to reassign stock, making room in the two thousand square feet Erin had mapped for coffee roasting. Erin moved through the warehouse with the clipboard and a roll of blue tape, marking zones — green for wine, brown for roasting, red for the chocolate that was still three months out but already had a shelf reserved. Matt’s money was in the company now, along with Erin’s. We were comfortable enough to pivot without borrowing.

College funds for babies and 401k would have to wait.

But standing in the middle of that warehouse, watching my husband direct a forklift with the same quiet competence he brought to pulling espresso, watching my wife mark territories on concrete with a cop’s spatial precision — I could see better days ahead for all of us. Claire included.

Marriage.

I went to the office and cleared away my sister’s desk. The drawers were already empty — she’d taken everything personal when she ran. What was left was the bones: a desk lamp, a phone, a framed photo of our parents that she’d left face down. I stood it up. Mom and Dad at the shore, squinting into the sun, his arm around her waist.

“Claire isn’t coming back, is she, Jules? I won’t tell anyone else.”

I looked at Suzi, my first member of staff, when recruitment was my responsibility alone.

“No. She isn’t.”

“Is she okay?”

“She will be. Soon.”

“Is the business okay?”

“It’s fine. No lay-offs, but we will streamline. Fewer suppliers, less inventory, and coffee.”

“Good. It was getting boring. It’s been a couple of years since you were buzzing. The new you suits you.”

“What does that mean?”

“You. Matt and the new woman—Erin. You make a great trio.”

“Triad. Some call it a throuple.”

“Well. It suits you.”

Clearing Claire’s desk didn’t feel as sad as I’d thought it would. I’d had breakfast that morning with my wife and my husband. We’d discussed the day over cortados — me in the office, Matt building the coffee operation, Erin taking over logistics and management.

The olive jar had been open on the counter, and the morning light had come through the kitchen window, and the three of us had sat there planning a future that belonged to all of us equally.

The phone on the desk rang. Claire’s old line.

“Hello. This is Jules.”

“Jules. Hi. This is Mateo Alejandro Cevallos Andrade.”

I smiled. Mateo always said his full name with the weight of a man who believed a name, said properly, was the beginning and end of any introduction. He was a proud Ecuadorian I’d met at a coffee festival in New York that Matt had brought me to — one of those industry weekends where everyone talked about terroir and nobody agreed on the spelling of Geisha.

“Hello, Mateo.”

“I wish to visit, please.”

“Coffee? Do you want to speak with Matt?”

“No. I spoke to Matt already. He rejected me — politely. Said something about having an exclusive and different partnership.”

“Ecuadorian coffee is well established.”

“I want to talk with you. I have wine.”

I sat down.

“Ahh.”

“Don’t close the door, Jules. Not yet.”

“I’m not closing any doors. The problem is your country doesn’t export wine.”

“Yes… yes. I heard it all before. We are too close to the equator. We cannot compete with Argentina, Chile, France, and so on.”

I leaned back in the chair — Claire’s chair, now mine — and gave him the silence he was building toward.

Mateo inhaled deeply.

Then he exhaled.

“I have time, Mateo. Tell me.”

“Our time is coming, Jules. I have altitude. A coastal breeze. A dry microclimate. And I have been growing good vine-stock carefully.”

“What altitude?”

“Eight thousand.”

Altitude.

That single word rearranged everything I’d just filed under impossible. The equator was a problem at sea level. At eight thousand feet, the rules changed — cooler nights, slower ripening, the acid retention that turned decent fruit into wine worth crossing a room for.

I’d tasted what altitude did to Malbec in Salta. I’d seen what happened to Syrah in Lebanon’s Bekaa when the vines sat high enough to shiver at night. If Mateo had elevation and patience and a dry microclimate on top of both, it changed things.

“I didn’t know you were growing grapes.”

“I am making wine too, Jules. It’s excellent, even if I say it myself. May I send you some?”

I looked through the office glass at the warehouse floor below. Matt was standing beside Charlie, pointing at the corner where two thousand square feet of empty concrete waited for a roaster that hadn’t arrived yet. Erin was on the phone near the loading dock, her free hand moving in short, precise gestures — a cop directing traffic, even when the traffic was a shipping company in New Jersey.

My husband. My wife. Our warehouse. And a man on the phone offering me something nobody else in the American market had even heard of yet.

“Okay.”

I told Mateo to send two cases — mixed reds and whites, his best of both — and wrote his number on the back of an envelope from Claire’s desk drawer.

We worked through the day. By 4pm, the two thousand square feet had a floor plan. Matt and Charlie had the racks reorganized. I had the office set up, my laptop where Claire’s things used to be, and a draft email to Leila about the Volubilia sitting in my outbox.

“Home, darling. Dinner.”

Matt locked up. I spent the drive thinking about altitude and microclimates and what a Grenache might taste like grown eight thousand feet above the equator with a coastal breeze running through the canopy at night. If Mateo’s fruit was half of what he believed, we had something nobody else in the country could tell a story about.

“Morocco and Ecuador. What’s the link?”

“Cacao, Jules.” Erin didn’t hesitate. “Morocco gave us coffee and wine. Ecuador grows some of the finest cacao on earth. Mateo isn’t just wine. He’s the second bean.”

Two Beans and a Cork. We’d had the cheeky name since Casablanca. Now we had the respectability to hide the truth.

Of course, we laughed.

At home, the lawyer’s stack was on the kitchen counter where it had sat all week. Squared against the backsplash. Share-transfer papers with a sticky tab where my sister needed to sign.

Matt put the kettle on. Erin opened the fridge and started pulling out bread and cheese and the tail end of last night’s chicken, and I was reaching for the olive jar when I heard the engine.

Not Matt’s. Not mine. Diesel. Older. A knock under it.

Erin set the bread down and went to the window. She didn’t crane — she just looked, exits and structure and people, and whatever she saw brought her shoulders down half an inch.

“It’s Meg, and she’s not alone.”

Claire stood on the front step in clothes that weren’t hers. Jeans a size too big, rolled at the hem. A gray sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up. Her hair was washed and pulled back, and her face was my sister’s face drawn tighter over the bone — the puffiness gone, the eyes clear in a way they hadn’t been in longer than ten days could account for.

She’d lost the gray under her skin. She hadn’t found color yet. Somewhere between sick and well, the scaffolding up, the walls not started.

Her hands were still, which surprised me more than anything.

Meg stood a half step behind her. Mid-fifties, gray hair cut short, car keys in her hand. The quiet of a woman who’d sat through many bad mornings and learned how much room to take up in each one.

“Sully.”

“Meg.”

“She watched your video.” A small tip of her head toward Claire. “Watched it more times than she’ll tell you. This morning she asked me to bring her here. I said I’d drive.”

A pause stretched.

“Is it okay for me to be here?”

I looked at Meg properly for the first time — this woman I’d spoken to once on a porch in the dark, handing her my sister like luggage I couldn’t carry anymore. She’d carried it. Ten days. She’d fed Claire and cleaned her up and sat with her through whatever those nights had looked like, and she was standing on my front step asking if she was welcome.

“Come inside, Meg. Both of you.”

I looked at my sister on the step. My sister looked at me. She’d taken close to half a million dollars from the company we’d built with our hands. She’d doctored the books for three years while I’d signed off every quarter without blinking. All of that was true, and it stood between us on the front step like weather you couldn’t walk around.

She was my sister. That had always been the truer thing, even when I didn’t want it to be.

“Come in, Claire.”

She walked inside.

In the kitchen, the five of us arranged ourselves around the counter without anyone sitting first. Matt put a glass of water in front of Claire and a coffee in front of Meg. He stood for a second with his hand on the machine, and I watched him decide against offering Claire a cup. Water was right. He knew it.

Claire’s eyes went to the stack of papers at the end of the counter and stayed.

She nodded at them.

“I came to sign those documents. And to say it to your faces — not on a phone. I owe you my presence.”

Erin moved to the corner of the counter.

“Ten days is early, Claire.”

“I need to make amends.”

“We forgave you.”

“It isn’t enough. In the program, you see — I—”

Her face collapsed. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she didn’t wipe them, and she didn’t turn away. I crossed the kitchen in five steps and pulled her into me. She was lighter than the last time I’d held her.

I could feel her ribs through the borrowed sweatshirt, the sharpness of her shoulder blades under my hands, the small bones of a woman who’d been too sick to eat and was only just learning how again. She smelled like soap and someone else’s laundry detergent.

Not the sister I knew.

Not yet.

“No more apologies. We agreed.”

“I came for that and something else.”

I let her go but kept one hand on her arm. She steadied.

Meg turned her coffee a quarter on the counter.

“I told her it was too soon. Step Nine isn’t a tenth-day job. But Claire insisted.”

Meg looked at Claire.

“Tell them the other part.”

My sister looked at me. She wiped her face with the heel of her hand. Breathed.

“I want to sign everything. So you and Erin and Matt can move on.”

A pause stretched out. She found the next sentence like it cost her something to pick it up.

“It doesn’t square me. Nothing I sign today gives back three years.”

She swallowed.

“I’m not here to feel better. I’m here because the paper has a date and because I’d rather hand it back looking at you than send it from a house in the woods.”

Her fingers went to the glass. They were shaking. I knew that shake. I’d watched it on an empty desk on a mezzanine the morning my floor dropped out.

“Day ten, Jules.” She put her hand flat on the stack. “And on day ten, I’m giving you your company back.”

Erin laid the papers out. Finger on the tab. Pen uncapped.

“Here. And here. Initial these two and date it.”

Claire signed. The pen scratched in the quiet kitchen. A bird went off outside the window, and the espresso machine ticked once, cooling. My sister gave me back the bones of what she’d stripped, and the only sound in the room was felt-tip on legal paper.

Matt witnessed. Then me. Then Erin, her signature was the smallest and the straightest.

She squared the stack and set it at the end of the counter. Same spot. Except now it was done — the shares signed over to the three of us, the ownership we’d built sideways out of a catastrophe made whole in the lawyer’s text and our handwriting. No debt, no lien, no police. The forgiveness I’d given my sister on the phone in the basement turned into paper that would hold up in a room with no love in it at all.

“It is done, Claire.”

“Thank you.”

I could hear the weight of it — not practiced, found.

“There’s a job. When you are ready.”

Claire shook her head before I finished. Not the frightened shake. Sure.

“No, Jules.”

“Claire—”

“I can’t be in that building. I can’t walk past the office I emptied and wave at Charlie every morning.” She looked at the water glass. “You’d be offering it to be kind. I’d be taking it to stay near you. Neither of those puts me anywhere I need to be.”

She looked at Meg. Meg gave her nothing — just steady presence, the space to find her own words.

“Meg has something different for me. It’s not a title. It’s barely a job. Peer work — I will sit with people who are having the morning I was having ten days ago. Shelters. Schools, eventually. Maybe a counselor, years from now, if I earn it.”

She breathed.

“I’d rather be good at that than bad at the warehouse.”

Matt had been quiet. He’d been turning the Oaxaca nibs between two fingers, the way he did when something was working through him, and he hadn’t decided whether to let it out.

He set them down.

“Shelters. You said shelters.”

“That’s where it starts.”

“I had an idea. Before all this.”

He turned his cortado a quarter on the counter.

“In Portland, there is a coffee roastery that hires out of shelters — people roast, people run the carts, the whole crew comes through it. I couldn’t make the numbers work off the side of the carts, and I parked it.”

He looked at Claire, then at me, then back at Claire.

“I don’t know if this is the right time.”

“I’m not ready, Matt, but thank you.”

“Not now. One day, maybe?”

Claire stared at him.

“Call me in a few months.”

I held my sister’s hand.

“Where will you stay?”

“With Meg.”

Meg drove her back after lunch.

In the driveway, Claire hugged me last and held on. I could feel she’d been eating — a body coming back under the borrowed sweatshirt.

“The apartment’s going on the market. I can’t be in it.”

“Erin sent someone to clean it.”

Claire looked at Erin.

“Someone who doesn’t ask questions.”

“It was spotless when I got back.”

“Good.”

Claire got into the car, then leaned through the window.

“The video, Erin. I watched it — I don’t know how many times.”

“It’s one way. That’s what makes it safe. You don’t owe me a reply.”

“I owe you about a hundred things.”

The diesel coughed and caught. The car backed out, turned, and was gone through the trees.

The three of us stood in the driveway, and the space my sister had been filling emptied, and the other wait came flooding back.

Friday came after two more days of working.

The phone rang at eleven. Erin had it on speaker before the second ring.

“Hi, this is Dana from the lab. I am calling with your day-five blastocyst report.”

Matt put both hands flat on the counter.

“Two of the three embryos have reached blastocyst. They are great quality, with excellent cell mass, and both are graded for transfer.”

Two. Not three.

“The third arrested at day four. I’m sorry. Day three to blastocyst attrition is normal, and two out of three is an excellent result. You have one for transfer and one for cryopreservation.”

Erin’s hand found the counter edge and gripped it.

“Say the first part again.”

“Two healthy blastocysts. We are ready to transfer one into Jules when you are.”

“Thank you, Dana.”

She set the phone face down on the stone.

Matt reached out and put his hand on the back of Erin’s neck. She closed her eyes. Her shoulders shook once — for the one that stopped, and then she opened them and her face broke open. Not the guarded smile. Not the controlled crack. Joy. Bare, uncovered, nothing held back.

“Two made it, Jules.”

“Two.” I looked at her. “You will be inside me. Both of you. You will grow inside me.”

Erin’s hand came to my stomach. Flat, low, the place she put it every night.

I’d spent months calling it a procedure. Egg retrieval. Fertilization. Transfer. The language of clinics, consent forms, and Tuesday appointments. But looking at Erin’s hand on my stomach, the words fell away, and what was underneath them was simpler and bigger than any of them.

She would be inside me.

Not for a night, not the way her fingers had been inside me or her tongue or the strap-on we’d bought. Her. The thing that made Erin her — carried in my body, fed by my blood, growing in the dark below her hand. And Matt. His too. Both of them inside me, becoming someone with her dark eyes and his steady hands and a heartbeat I’d feel before either of them could.

“Say that again, Jules.”

“Both of you. Inside me. Growing.”

Matt made a sound — half laugh, half something that had been locked in his chest for five days — and pulled Erin off the stool into him, and she grabbed my wrist and dragged me in, and the three of us stood in the middle of the kitchen floor holding each other and laughing, properly laughing, the kind where your legs go and you hold on tighter because the person next to you is the only thing keeping you vertical.

Matt was crying and not hiding it, tears running into Erin’s hair. Erin was shaking against my chest, but it was a different kind of shaking now. I had my face in Matt’s neck, and I was saying something — I don’t know what, words or sounds or just breath.

Two.

We stayed on the kitchen floor. The espresso machine ticking. The olive jar and the signed papers and the cortado cups and the morning light across all of it.

Matt kissed Erin. Then me. Then Erin again. His face was wet, his eyes red, and he couldn’t stop smiling.

“One for transfer. One on ice.”

“I want both inside me, Erin.”

“What?”

“I want both yours and Matt’s babies. And mine. Ours.”

“That’s—”

“Maybe not both at the same time—but this is the beginning. We will have lots of babies, and they will be ours—all three of us.”

Erin wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand, and the smile came back — the unguarded one.

I put my hand on my stomach. Erin’s hand found mine. Matt’s covered hers.

“Come home with us.”


Epilogue

◆◆◆

Erin’s Point of View

“Fuck me harder, Matt, dammit. I need it deep and hard.”

He gave it to her harder and deeper. I whispered in his ear as I fingered his pucker, helping our husband cum inside our wife.

“You know how Jules gets when she’s pregnant.”

“I’m scared to fuck her too deep, Erin.”

“You’re always scared. That’s why we both love you, but our wife needs your cock deep because her hormones are driving her insane.”

“Okay.”

“I can help you, darling — slip my finger inside your ass and press gently where you love it.”

“Please. Yes.”

“Then, after you cum, I’ll clean your cock, and you can rest.”

“Will you get her off again?”

“Of course. You can watch me lick her clean, then you can fuck her again, or me.”

“Oh, fuck — I am the luckiest man on the planet.”

He kept fucking Jules, but thrust his hips harder, sending his cock deeper inside her. I fingered his pucker, having rimmed it when we started, making sure Matt was well lubricated.

But Jules needed more. I saw it in her face.

Matt saw it too and nodded to me, then at her.

“Go. Do it. She needs it, Erin.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’ll fuck Jules deep and hard.”

“Promise me you won’t let up on her, Matt.”

“Go. Now.”

I leaped up onto the bed, carefully planting my feet on either side of Jules’s thirty-five-week baby bump. She stared up at me, her head bobbing up and down as Matt fucked her.

I smiled.

“Give it to me, Erin.”

“Do you mean this?”

I reached down and used two fingers to separate my swollen cunt lips. I was wet. I was always wet when I watched my husband fuck my wife. But when Jules was pregnant, she was uncaged — unhinged sexually — and she wanted only two things to satisfy her.

Matt’s cock balls deep inside her.

My cunt fed from above.

“Just give it to me, Erin. I fucking deserve it.”

“You do.”

“Four babies. Now five. Don’t fuck with me.”

I inched up our bed — the same bed we’d had since a few weeks after Morocco, sturdy, designed for a throuple to fuck and live in.

We fucked a lot.

Jules reached up, her fingers beckoning desperately.

I squatted. Slowly. My knees bending. My cunt lips parting slick and sticky as I dropped them to her mouth.

“Fucking mount me.”

I could tell from her moan inside my cunt that the moment her lips wrapped around mine and her tongue speared inside my hole, Jules was finally satisfied.

Not content. Not done. Satisfied — the way a woman carrying thirty-five weeks of baby and insatiable hormones got satisfied, which was temporarily and barely and only when every part of her body had something to do.

Matt’s cock inside her cunt. My cunt on her mouth. Both halves of our wife filled.

Her tongue worked me with the focus of a woman who’d been eating my cunt for ten years and knew every nerve ending by name. She drove deep inside my hole, curled forward against my front wall, and dragged back along the roof of my entrance. Then up — her lips sealing wetly around my throbbing clit, the hood peeled back by the pressure of her mouth, the raw bud exposed to the flat of her tongue. She sucked — slow, deliberate, savoring what she’d drawn from the source.

My thighs shook.

I gripped the headboard and looked down.

The view from above was the view I’d had across five pregnancies, and it never lost its charge. Jules’s mouth on my cunt — her lips flushed dark, her jaw working, my arousal slicking her chin and her neck and pooling in the hollow of her throat.

My thighs framed her face. My cunt was swollen, leaking slick and open against her mouth, the lips spread wide, my clit exposed where she’d peeled the hood back with her tongue.

And beyond her — past the wet line of her jaw, past the pulse hammering in her throat — the belly. Tight, round, impossibly full, the skin stretched pale and traced with veins I hadn’t seen last month.

Her belly rose and fell with her breathing, and below it, between her spread thighs, Matt’s cock drove into her cunt with the steady, deep strokes of a man who’d learned across a decade how to fuck a pregnant woman the way a pregnant woman needed to be fucked.

I could see it from where I squatted. Matt’s shaft sliding in and out of her hole — slick, thick, the veins standing along the surface, glistening with her arousal each time he pulled back and the rim of his head caught her inner lips before driving in again.

Her cunt gripped him on the outstroke. The tissue was swollen and flushed with pregnancy blood, the lips stretched around his width, and the wet mess of her arousal ran down between her cheeks and soaked the sheet beneath her.

“Matt.”

“Yeah.”

“Fuck her the way she needs. Not the way you think is safe.”

“I am.”

“Go deeper, honey. She needs more.”

“How do you know?”

“She’s not eating me hard enough.”

He pushed deeper. Jules moaned against my cunt — the vibration traveling through my labia into my pelvis, a wave of her pleasure passing through my body.

Her tongue left my clit, and she gasped.

“God. Right there. Right there, Matt.”

Jules’s voice was wrecked, her throat-raw, in the bed-voice, the voice she only had when she was being fucked during pregnancy — lower than her normal tone, stripped of the wine vocabulary and the quick humor and the precision of a woman who ran a business and a household and the three of us with equal competence.

This was Jules reduced to nerve endings. This was the voice her hormones gave her when everything else burned off.

She found my clit again. Her tongue circled the swollen, throbbing nub as she pressed and circled it. Her hands slid up my thighs and around to my ass, her fingers gripping my cheeks and pulling me down harder onto her mouth.

She wanted more of me.

At thirty-five weeks, Jules wanted more of everything — more cock, more cunt, more skin, more pressure, more of the human contact that her hormone-soaked body processed as the only antidote to the noise inside her.

I’d watched this five times now. Each pregnancy hit Jules the same way — a hormonal surge in the third trimester that turned her quiet, contained sexuality into something ravenous. The first pregnancy, with Bea, had shocked us. Matt had been terrified. I’d been fascinated. Jules had been embarrassed for two days and then given up being embarrassed, because her body wouldn’t let her be anything except honest about what it needed.

What it needed was to be fucked. Often. Hard. By both of us. No apology. No restraint.

The woman who’d orchestrated a one-night stand at Kline’s, who’d planned the evening in French lace and measured the wine and controlled every variable, became a woman who climbed onto the kitchen counter at 2 p.m. and told Matt to fuck her now, please, now, and then told me to sit on the counter beside her so she could eat my cunt while he did.

That was Bea’s pregnancy. Our first. My egg. Matt’s semen. Jules’s body. We’d learned since then. By the fifth, we had it down to a system. If she was visiting, the older kids went to Claire, the younger ones napping, the bedroom door locked, and however long Jules needed, we gave her.

“Erin.”

“Yeah, Jules.”

“Talk to me.”

“What do you want to hear?”

“Tell me what you see.”

I looked down at her. My wife. On her back. Thirty-five weeks pregnant with my biological child. Her mouth was slicked with my arousal. Her cunt full of our husband’s cock.

“I see Matt’s cock fucking you. His shaft sliding in and out, slick with you, and your cunt gripping him every time he pulls back. I can see your belly moving with his rhythm. The baby moving with his rhythm. I can see my cum on your chin and your throat. And your face, Jules — your face is the face of a woman who finally has everything she needs.”

“I need more—more talking. Dirty.”

“I see the woman who carried my babies. Who took my eggs and grew them inside her body because she loved me enough to do what I couldn’t. I see the strongest, greediest, most beautiful woman I’ve ever known, and she has my cunt on her mouth and our husband’s cock inside her, and she’s still asking for more.”

“I always want more this close.”

“I know, darling. We’ve got you.”

Jules pushed her tongue back inside me. Deep. The muscles of her jaw working against my inner thighs as she fucked me with her mouth, her nose pressed flat against my mound, her breathing hot and fast against my skin. I could feel the vibration of every moan Matt pulled from her — each deep stroke sending a sound from her throat through my labia, a frequency that hummed on my clit and traveled up my spine.

I rolled my hips forward. Slowly. Grinding my cunt against her face, feeding her my clit, my hole, and every drop leaking out of me from between the slick folds. Her mouth chased wherever I moved — her tongue answering every shift of my hips with a shift of its own. We’d done this a thousand times. Our bodies had a language our mouths didn’t need to speak.

“Jules. Your tongue. Inside me. Push deeper.”

She drove in. Her tongue curled forward against my front wall, the rough pad of it stroking the spongy tissue that made my vision blur. I bore down on her face, and the angle sharpened — her tongue pressing harder, finding the place she’d discovered in me on a Sunday morning in this bed, years ago, Matt sleeping beside us, her hand over my mouth so I wouldn’t wake him.

Matt’s hand found my lower back. Warm. Steadying. He was still inside Jules, still fucking her, but his right hand had traveled up to me — the long reach of a man who needed to touch both his wives even when his cock was only inside one of them.

“You okay, Erin?”

“I’m perfect, Matt.”

“Both of you are.”

“Shut up and fuck our wife harder.”

He laughed — a short breath through his nose, the laugh of a man who’d heard that same instruction in the same bed more times than either of us could count. His hand left my back and returned to Jules’s hip, and his rhythm deepened. The slap of skin filled the room. The wet percussion of his cock slamming into her soaked, pregnant cunt.

Jules gasped against my clit. Her fingers dug into my thighs.

“Don’t stop, Matt. Don’t you fucking stop.”

“I won’t.”

“And Erin — stay on my mouth. Don’t you dare move.”

“I’m not going anywhere, Jules.”

“I need both of you. I need both of you right now.”

This was the center of it. The place I’d spent ten years learning to live inside without apology. Three people in a bed. One of them inside two of them, or sometimes the other way around. The woman in the middle holding us both — not with control but with need. Pure, hormonal, thirty-five-week, unashamed need.

Jules needed Matt’s cock, and she needed my cunt, and she needed the house around us, and the children asleep in it, and the need wasn’t a weakness. It was the engine that powered our family. The thing that had kept the three of us honest across a decade.

Matt’s rhythm changed. I heard it before I felt it — the slap of his pelvis against her ass deepening, each stroke hitting bottom, and Jules’s moan vibrated through my cunt and into my pelvis like a bell struck twice.

“Matt. Don’t slow down.”

“I won’t.”

“She needs the deep ones. Watch her face.”

He couldn’t see her face. Her face was between my thighs, her chin slicked with my arousal, her mouth sealed over my clit. But he could feel what I meant — every time his cock bottomed out, Jules’s jaw tensed against my cunt, her teeth grazing my inner lips, and the moan she released was the moan I’d learned to read across five pregnancies. The one that meant deeper. The one that meant more. The one that meant the hormones were winning and the only thing keeping her sane was the cock inside her and the cunt on her mouth and the absolute trust that neither would stop until she was done.

I reached forward with one hand and rested my palm on her belly.

The skin was drum-tight. Hot. The baby shifted beneath my fingers as Matt drove into her. I felt his thrusts through her body — each impact traveling through her pelvis and into the taut wall of her uterus, the baby rolling in response. Her whole body answering both of us at once.

“Erin.”

Matt’s voice was strained.

“Are you close?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t hold it. She needs it.”

I knew what he was afraid of. He was always afraid of going too deep when she was this far along, always cautious, always the man who listened to doctors with the respect of someone who trusted expertise over instinct.

I’d been the one, across five pregnancies, who reminded him that Jules didn’t want cautious. Jules wanted to be fucked the way her body demanded — hard, deep, without apology — and the doctor had cleared her, and the baby was fine, and the only person suffering from his restraint was the woman underneath us whose hormones had turned her cunt into a furnace that only his cock could cool.

“Let go, Matt. Fill her up.”

He drove deep. His hands tightened on Jules’s hips, and his strokes shortened — fast, hard, the full-depth grinding that pressed his head against her cervix. I felt his rhythm through Jules’s body, through the belly under my palm, through the vibration in her jaw against my cunt.

Jules’s tongue left my clit. She gasped against my thigh — the gasp that meant she could feel him swelling inside her, the gasp she’d made the first time we’d gone bareback again when the condom era ended, and his heartbeat returned through his cock, and she’d sobbed into the pillow because she’d forgotten what it felt like to be that close to him.

“Matt.”

“Erin — I’m—”

“Cum inside our wife.”

He came.

His hips locked against Jules’s thighs and held, his cock buried to the root, and I felt the pulse through her belly — his shaft kicking, emptying, the jets of his cum hitting the deepest part of her. His groan was quiet. It was always quiet. A held breath released through his teeth, his hands shaking on her hips, his cock pulsing inside her while she clenched around him and pulled every drop from the base to the head.

Jules came with him.

I felt it in her mouth. Her jaw clamped against my cunt and her whole body went rigid — her back arching, the baby pressing hard against my palm, her walls gripping Matt’s cock in the rhythmic clench I could see in the tendons of her inner thighs.

She came silently.

She always came silently when she was pregnant — the orgasm too deep, too structural, too embedded in her uterus and her cervix and the places where Matt’s cock met the place his child was growing for the sound to find a way out.

Her thighs trembled. Matt’s cum leaked from around the base of his softening cock and ran down the crease of her ass onto the sheet. And then her mouth found my clit again — not gently, not recovering. Hard. The suction of a woman whose orgasm had sharpened her hunger instead of satisfying it.

The pregnancy did that. Turned orgasm into kindling instead of ash.

“Jules.”

She didn’t answer. Her tongue was on my clit, circling, the pressure building past the point of reason, and her fingers — both hands now, gripping my thighs hard enough to leave marks — pulled me down onto her face.

She wanted it.

She wanted my cunt on her mouth while Matt’s cum leaked from hers, and the greed of it — the pregnant, hormonal, uncaged greed of a woman who’d carried four babies and was carrying a fifth and had earned the right to take everything she wanted from both of us — broke something open inside me.

The orgasm built in the base of my spine.

Not the slow wave.

The other one.

The one that started deep behind my clit, in the place I’d learned to find in my thirties and learned to trust in my forties. The pressure gathered — dense, liquid, the muscles in my lower belly pulling tight, my walls clenching around nothing, the fluid building behind a gate I could feel but couldn’t see.

I turned around so I could see her eyes when I came.

“Jules. Open your mouth.”

She pulled her tongue from my hole and opened. Wide. Her chin slicked, her lips swollen, her eyes looking up at me from between my thighs — green, wrecked, the eyes of a woman who’d been fucked exactly the way she needed and was asking for one more thing.

“Give it to me, Erin.”

The first jet left my body before I could brace for it.

Hot. Pressured. A stream that fired from my cunt in a sharp arc that hit the back of Jules’s open throat. My abs clenched. My walls spasmed. The release was total — not the muscular grip of a standard orgasm but the deep hydraulic surrender of a body letting go of something it had been holding since the last time they’d done this to me.

Jules swallowed. Fast, reflex, her throat working. And held her mouth open for more.

The second jet was harder. Longer. The muscles behind my clit contracted and the fluid pulsed from me in a thick stream that hit Jules’s tongue and splashed across her chin and ran down her neck. I watched it leave my body — my cunt pulsing and releasing, pulsing and releasing — and the sight of my cum arcing into my wife’s open, waiting, drinking mouth sent a third wave crashing through me before the second had finished.

I cried out.

The sound I made. Matt and Jules both knew it — the low broken thing that started in my chest and ended in my cunt, the sound I’d been making since the night Matt first worked my G-spot with his fingers while Jules held me from behind and whispered let go into my ear, and I’d discovered that my body could do this.

I could release in a way that wasn’t orgasm exactly, but lived next door to it, louder, wetter, the kind that left the sheets soaked and my legs shaking and my mind wiped clean of everything except the two people who’d taught me I was capable of it.

The third jet hit Jules’s mouth, and she drank. Her lips sealed around my cunt, and she sucked, pulling the fluid from me, drawing it out in a steady stream that she swallowed in gulps I could hear. My hips bucked against her face. My hands gripped the headboard. The oak creaked — the Scott Whitby oak, scarred from a decade of exactly this.

A fourth squirt left me. Weaker. My body giving up the last of it, the muscles spent, the pleasure so intense it had crossed into something past pleasure — a whole-body release that left my skin burning and my thighs trembling and my cunt pulsing in the open air above her mouth.

A fifth jet was barely a pulse. The last of it leaving me in a slow trickle that ran down Jules’s chin and pooled in the hollow of her throat.

I dropped.

My knees buckled, and I sank sideways off Jules’s face onto the mattress, my cheek on the pillow, my legs still shaking. My cunt was swollen and throbbing, each heartbeat sending a pulse through my clit that made me gasp.

Jules turned her head. Her face was wet — my cum, my arousal, the slick compound of everything I’d given her coating her lips and her chin and the line of her jaw. Her eyes were wet too, but not from crying. From the sheer physical effort of drinking me while her body was still riding the aftershocks of her own orgasm.

She was smiling.

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

“You taste like heaven, Erin.”

“You’re biased.”

“Five pregnancies of empirical evidence.”

I laughed. The laugh that came after — after the sex and the squirting and the letting go — the laugh of a woman lying in a wet bed beside her people, her body wrecked, her mind quiet, her heart doing something behind her ribs that she’d given up trying to name.

Matt’s hand found my hip. He was in front of Jules, his cock soft against her thigh, his cum leaking from her cunt and pooling on the sheet. His hand settled on me — warm, broad, steadying. The weight of it was the same as the first morning he’d set a cup of coffee in front of me without a word.

The baby kicked.

Jules pressed my hand to her belly. The hard thump against my palm — a foot or an elbow pushing outward from inside.

“She always kicks after I cum.”

“She?”

“I keep saying she. I don’t know why.”

“You said she with Mae.”

“I was right with Mae.”

Matt’s lips pressed against Jules’s neck. His eyes closed. His other hand joined ours on the belly — three hands, one belly, our fifth baby shifting under our palms.

“I don’t deserve either of you.”

“You deserve both of us, darling. That’s why we keep you.”

“You keep me as a gestation pod.”

“That too.”

He laughed into Jules’s hair, and the sound was the sound of a house that had been standing for a decade and showed no sign of ever coming down.

We showered together as we always did, Matt and I bathing Jules first.

The water ran over me, and I watched it carry away the last hour. My arousal. Jules’s saliva. The faint slick of Matt’s cum that had transferred from her thighs to mine when we’d tangled together afterward.

My body was forty-one. Two scars on my abdomen — one silver and smooth, one faded almost to nothing, the staple marks long gone. My body hadn’t carried a pregnancy and never would. My stomach was flat from running and planks and a stubbornness Jules called genetic. My hips were wider than the night I’d walked into Kline’s.

Everything else was the same, and nothing else was.

I dried off and pulled on a sundress. No underwear. If Jules needed us again before bedtime — and at thirty-five weeks, she would — underwear was just a step between her and what she needed.

Through the bathroom window, I heard voices, laughter, the smell of charcoal, and cumin. Claire’s laugh above the rest — clear, bright, sober. Almost ten years sober. The laugh of a woman who’d crawled back from the bottom of a bottle and found someone waiting when she got there.

I came downstairs barefoot.

The kitchen was clean. Matt had done it while Jules and I finished off in the shower, because Matt did the thing while the rest of us were still thinking about whether the thing needed doing. The espresso machine clicked once as I passed — the thermal sigh, metal cooling after his last pull. That sound. It had been clicking in this kitchen since the first morning. I’d stopped hearing it the way you stop hearing your own heartbeat. It was just there. The sound of this house being alive.

The olive jar stood by the sink. Same glass jar. Different olives — Castelvetrano now, because Jules had tasted one in year three and declared every previous olive in her life a rehearsal — but the jar itself hadn’t changed. The one that had been on the counter the night she’d brought me home from a bar and changed every answer I had. Eleven years of olives. Someone refilled it. Nobody mentioned it.

I pushed the screen door open, and the yard hit me.

Late-afternoon light in September. The trees starting to think about turning. Matt already stood at the grill in the apron Bea had painted at school — WORLD’S OKAYEST DAD in block letters that shrank toward the right edge because she’d run out of room. He’d worn it to every cookout for three years. He’d wear it until it fell apart.

Bea sat cross-legged on the grass beside the fire pit, reading. Nine years old. Dark hair — Matt’s. My jawline. Jules’s way of tilting her head when she was listening to something she hadn’t decided about. She was biologically mine and Matt’s, carried by Jules, and she looked like all three of us in ways that genetics couldn’t explain and love apparently could.

Finn kicked a soccer ball against the fence, over and over, the rhythm as steady as his father’s hands. Seven. Jules’s blond. Matt’s build. My stubbornness, which Jules called contagious, and Matt called accurate.

Claire stood at the drinks table, pouring lemonade into plastic cups with the ease of a woman who’d been sober long enough that the cooler full of beer beside her didn’t register. Meg’s house first, then the shelters, then the counseling degree, then back to the shelters as a supervisor.

She rebuilt her life.

Then helped us rebuild the business.

The Portland model Matt had sketched on a napkin — coffee roasted by people who slept on floors, carts run by those same people — Claire had built the human side of it. She’d walked into the spaces where people had nothing and asked them what they needed, and she’d listened, and she’d come back the next day, and the day after that.

She looked good. Healthy. The weight back, the hands steady, her hair shorter now. It suited her.

Beside Claire, leaning against the table with a cup in one hand and her other hand on the small of Claire’s back, was Amira.

I still smiled every time I saw them together.

Amira, who’d left Morocco to be bad at something new. Amira, who’d been raised by two women and a man, recognized our family because it looked like the one she’d grown up in. Amira, who’d come to stay in our guest room five years ago and found Claire at one of the shelter events, pouring coffee from Matt’s roastery into paper cups, laughing with a resident about something I never heard.

Claire had looked up. Amira had looked across. Something that had been waiting for both of them clicked into place without a sound.

They lived two miles away. Claire ran the shelter network for the county. Amira taught self-defense at the community center and was three semesters into a social work degree. They came to every cookout. They took the older two whenever Jules texted the signal — usually a single eggplant emoji followed by can you take Bea and Finn, I need to feed the babies — and Claire always texted back the same thing: Already in the car.

Everyone knew what feeding the babies meant. Everyone had known for years.

Meg sat in the Adirondack chair by the fence, her feet up, a beer in her hand. Mid-sixties now. Same warmth. Same eyes that missed nothing and forgave what needed forgiving. The recovery house had expanded — three locations, six counselors, every one of them someone who’d been through it. She still called me Sully.

Beside her, standing with one hand on the back of her chair, was Tom Garza. Retired Marine. Fifty-eight. Gray at the temples, square hands, straight-backed even in retirement. He’d come into Meg’s life through the VA — not as a patient but as a volunteer, running woodworking workshops for veterans at one of her houses. Meg had walked through the shop one Tuesday and watched him teach a twenty-three-year-old with shaking hands how to plane a board without rushing.

She’d asked him to dinner.

That was two years ago. He still had his own place. But his truck was in her driveway more mornings than it wasn’t, and the look on his face when she laughed was the look of a man who’d stopped searching and found everything he wanted.

I crossed the yard.

“Mom.”

It was Bea. Without looking up from her book.

“Hey, Bea.”

“Is Mama done feeding the babies?”

“She’s getting dressed. She’ll be down soon.”

Bea lifted her eyes. The quiet assessment. The gaze that missed nothing. My expression on my daughter’s face, worn better than I’d ever worn it.

“You look happy, Mom.”

“I am happy.”

She went back to her book. I kissed the top of her head, and the smell of her hair — shampoo and grass and the sweet warmth of a child who’d been running in the sun — landed in my chest.

This girl existed because of a dish in a lab and a phone call that said three for three and a woman who’d carried my egg inside her body for nine months because she loved me enough to do what my body couldn’t.

I walked to the grill.

“Darling.”

“Hey.”

Matt flipped a burger without looking up.

“Is Jules okay?”

“She’s perfect. Satisfied.”

“For now.”

“For now.”

He grinned. The same grin. The one he’d had across a table at Kline’s the first night — the grin I’d learned to trust before I’d learned to love.

“Rosie’s still out. Mae woke up about ten minutes ago. Claire’s got her.”

I looked over. Claire crossed the yard with Mae on her hip — two years old, dark curls, my face in miniature. Mae had her fist wrapped around Claire’s necklace and was pulling with the determination of a child who hadn’t yet learned that some things don’t come free.

“Auntie Claire’s going to lose that necklace.”

“Third one this summer. She buys the cheap ones now.”

Claire caught my eye and raised her free hand. I raised mine.

Almost ten years ago, I’d slapped her awake in an apartment full of bottles, forced a shower, made her vomit, and driven her to Meg’s house in the woods. Now she was carrying my daughter across the grass — sober, steady, the sister Jules remembered from before the drinking and I’d only ever heard about, restored and walking and here.

I sat down in the chair beside Meg.

“Sully.”

“Meg.”

“You look flushed.”

“It’s warm out.”

“Mm hm.”

She sipped her beer. She knew. She always knew. Meg read rooms by temperature, not furniture. So did I.

Tom handed me a glass of water without being asked.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Two words, and both of them meant.

Jules appeared in the doorway.

She wore the white linen dress that stopped above her knees, her belly round and low under the fabric, her hair still damp. Thirty-five weeks. Five pregnancies had changed her body, and she described the changes with the same precision she used for wine — her hips had rotated, her breasts hadn’t gone back, her center of gravity lived two inches lower than before Bea, and she wouldn’t trade a single change for every Barolo in Piedmont.

Jules was beautiful.

She’d always been beautiful, but the pregnancy made her luminous — a woman carrying the evidence of a family she’d built from a night at a bar and a question whispered to her husband in the dark.

What if we took someone home?

Everything started there.

Matt crossed to her and kissed her — one hand on her belly, the other on the back of her neck. Brief. Public. Complete.

“Darling, there are burgers burning.”

He went back to the grill.

Jules lowered herself into the chair beside mine, one hand on the armrest, the belly leading. The careful descent.

“Erin.”

“Jules.”

“I can still taste you.”

“I know.”

She smiled. The smile that had nothing to do with wine.

Finn ran over. “Mama! Watch!”

“I’m watching, baby.”

He kicked the ball against the fence. It bounced back. He kicked it again.

“Beautiful, Finn.”

“Can I have a burger?”

“Ask Dad.”

He ran toward the grill. Jules watched him go with the expression she got when one of them did something ordinary — tying a shoe, eating an apple, running across the grass — and the ordinariness of it was so extraordinary that she had to look away.

“He looks like you today, Jules.”

“He looks like Matt.”

“He moves like Matt. He looks like you. Those eyes.”

“You mean my eyes in his face.”

“I mean your eyes in our son’s face.”

She took my hand. Her fingers laced through mine on the armrest, the same way they’d laced through mine in a dark bar eleven years ago when she’d leaned across the table and said my name for the first time.

Erin.

Even now. Even after a decade of pregnancies and school runs and 3 a.m. feedings and a house that creaked with the weight of a family that shouldn’t have worked and did — my name in her mouth still landed where it had always landed.

I thought about her body. The body that was carrying my egg for the third time. The body that had carried Bea for nine months, while I’d paced the hospital corridor and held Jules’s left hand through twenty-two hours of labor, while Matt held her right.

The body that had grown Finn from her own egg and Matt’s — the first time they’d made a baby the simple way, just the two of them. I backed off just enough to give them space, but Jules had grabbed my hand, pulled me closer, and said: Every baby in this family has three parents, Erin. Every single one. The babies are ours.

The babies are ours.

Jules broke that open in one sentence, and I never brought it up again. I didn’t need to. The truth of it lived in how we raised them. Every child had three parents. Every bedtime, every scraped knee, every nightmare. Bea said Mom to me and Mama to Jules and Dad to Matt, and the word told you who she was talking to, not whose egg she’d come from.

Mae had taken her first steps toward Jules. Not me. I’d watched from the kitchen doorway with my coffee going cold and tears on my face, and the thing I felt wasn’t jealousy. It was gratitude so large it didn’t fit inside a single heartbeat.

Rosie pushed through the screen door, rubbing her eyes, her blond hair flattened on one side from the pillow. Four years old. She climbed into Jules’s lap without a word, curled against her belly, and was asleep again in thirty seconds.

Jules’s hand settled on Rosie’s back. Her other hand stayed in mine.

Matt brought plates. Three, then back for more. He served Claire and Amira, then Meg and Tom, then Bea and Finn, then set one beside Jules and one beside me. I didn’t notice who got theirs first. Neither did anyone else. That had taken three years to get right and seven years to forget.

Matt brought coffee after the burgers. Two Beans and a Cork’s Casablanca roast — the one he’d built the whole coffee side around after Morocco, brewed in the French press he kept by the grill.

I had wine. Mateo’s — the Ecuadorian red from eight thousand feet that Jules had taken a chance on when everyone said wine couldn’t grow that close to the equator. Altitude proved them wrong. Jules had known it would. The label on the bottle had her handwriting on it.

The label on the coffee had Matt’s. The business had started in the kitchen with three laptops, moved to the warehouse that Jules thought she’d left behind, and now employed fifty-three people, shipped to thirty-one states, and had a waitlist for the Casablanca roast.

Meg told a story about a client who’d graduated from her program and opened a bakery, and Tom added the detail she always forgot — an oven, its square footage — because Tom noticed structure the way Meg noticed people.

Claire said she’d taken four of her residents to the bakery last week, and one of them had asked for an application, and the baker had given her one without blinking.

“That’s how this family works. One person opens a door. The next person walks through.”

Claire looked at Amira, and the look on Claire’s face was the look of a woman who knew exactly which doors had been opened for her and by whom.

Bea read between bites. I didn’t tell her to stop. She was nine. Jules would have — Jules believed in the sacrament of the shared meal — but Jules was asleep with Rosie on her belly and a half-eaten burger on the arm of her chair, her mouth slightly open, her hand still in mine.

The sun dropped behind the trees.

Finn caught fireflies in a jar and brought them to show Mae, who was on Amira’s lap now, gnawing a breadstick with focused intensity.

“Bugs!”

“Fireflies, Mae.”

“Bugs!”

“Sure, baby. Bugs.”

Amira held our daughter and pointed at the jar, naming each glow with the patience of a woman who’d never expected to have these children on her lap, a partner beside her, the warm weight of a family that had found her because she’d been brave enough to seek what she wanted.

Claire leaned into Amira’s shoulder.

“We should head out. Morning shift.”

“Five more minutes.”

“You said that twenty minutes ago.”

“And here we still are.”

Claire laughed. Clean. No edge. The laugh of a woman who’d stopped running.

The evening wound down. Matt cleared the plates. Jules woke up, confused, Rosie still on her belly. Tom carried chairs to the garage without being asked, because Tom was Tom.

Bea and Finn said goodnight — eye contact, thank you, no squirming. Mae said, “Bugs!” to every adult who came near, which was her word for goodbye and hello and I love you and give me your breadstick, please.

Claire stood at the edge of the yard with Mae on her hip, Amira beside her, their car in the driveway.

I watched from the porch.

Mae grabbed Claire’s ear. Claire winced, laughed, detached the small fingers. She walked across and handed Mae to me, and for a moment our hands touched on my daughter’s back — both steady, both warm.

“Thank you, Claire.”

“Always, Erin.”

She crossed to the car. Amira was in the driver’s seat, window down, arm on the door.

Claire opened the passenger side and paused.

“Claire.”

Amira’s voice. One word. Everything it needed.

“Yes, darling.”

“Come home with me.”

Claire smiled — the smile that meant the answer had never been in doubt — and got in the car.

They drove away.

I stood on the porch with Mae on my hip and watched the taillights turn at the end of the road and disappear.

Come home with me.

I’d heard a version of that phrase eleven years ago, standing in a bar in clothes I’d bought that afternoon, pretending I wasn’t terrified, watching a woman with wine on her breath and French lace under her dress say the thing that changed every answer I had.

Come home with us.

I went home with them. I never left.

The screen door opened behind me.

“Erin?”

Jules’s voice was soft. The kids were down — Rosie in her bed, Finn in his, Bea reading with a flashlight under the covers because she thought we didn’t know. Mae felt heavy against my neck, her breath slowing.

“Come inside, darling. Matt’s making decaf.”

I looked at the yard one more time. The firefly jar on the table, still glowing. The grill cooling. The chairs stacked. The driveway empty.

My name is Erin Sullivan. I have two scars and five children and two people in the kitchen behind me who changed everything in my life.

We want six. Three from me. Three from Jules. We’re at five.

I carried Mae inside, and the screen door closed behind us, and the espresso machine clicked once in the silence.

Metal cooling.

The thermal sigh.
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