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Chapter 1: The Mother Watches

Helena Crawford had been at Willow Creek for six days, and I still couldn’t read her.

The other women I’d learned like instruments. Sofia’s moods changed with the kitchen — happy when flour dusted her forearms, territorial when someone touched her knives. Catherine’s CEO mask slipped in predictable places — after orgasms, after ultrasound photos, after Sofia’s cooking. Linda ran the inn the way she’d always run the inn, only now her hand occasionally drifted to her belly during scheduling reviews, still disbelieving. Astrid was Astrid — pragmatic, stretching on the back deck at dawn, morning sickness finally easing at eleven weeks.

But Helena. Helena sat in the porch rocker with tea and watched everything without revealing anything.

Breakfast that morning was the usual controlled chaos. Sofia commanded the stove with one hand on her seventeen-week bump, the other stirring something that smelled like cinnamon and brown butter. Her massive tits strained against a cotton tank top that had fit two weeks ago and now fought a losing battle with pregnancy. No bra. Never a bra. Her dark nipples pressed against the thin fabric, visible from across the room, and I caught myself staring the way I always caught myself staring — with a mix of possessiveness and disbelief that this was my life now.

Catherine sat at my right, her usual position. First-wife energy, earned and maintained. At seventeen weeks, her bump was visible beneath the flowing linen dress she’d traded her designer suits for. She scrolled through something on her phone — baby-name lists, I’d noticed yesterday — with a concentration she used to reserve for quarterly earnings reports. Her chestnut hair was loose, those secret freckles visible without makeup. She’d stopped wearing makeup three weeks ago. Didn’t need the mask anymore.

Linda managed the coffee service with the same precision she brought to everything, except now there was a softness at her edges. She poured decaf for the pregnant majority and regular for the holdouts, her dark eyes sharp, her silver-streaked hair in its usual severe bun. One to two weeks pregnant, confirmed six days ago in this very kitchen while the household cheered around her. Fifteen years of waiting. She still checked the test every morning, convinced the lines would disappear.

Astrid nibbled crackers and ginger tea, her blonde braid draped over one shoulder. At eleven weeks, her small bump had just begun to show — a gentle curve beneath her yoga top. She ate with Scandinavian practicality, fueling herself as she’d fuel a machine. No drama. No complaints. Just efficient caloric intake between stretches.

The Countess — Margarethe, as we’d finally been permitted to call her — sat with impeccable posture and ate her breakfast as though she were dining at a state function. One to two weeks pregnant herself, though you’d never know it from looking at her. She’d settled into an uncharacteristic quiet since her positive test, the imperial demands replaced by something closer to contentment. She’d been helping Linda with guest logistics, organizing the waitlist binder, earning her permanent resident status through usefulness rather than wealth. A first for her, I suspected.

Dr. Tanaka — Yuki — sipped herbal tea and made notes on what used to be her clipboard but had become a household prenatal tracker. She’d repurposed herself. No longer the patient documenting her own fertility journey, but the in-house medical advisor monitoring six pregnancies simultaneously. Her asymmetrical bob swung as she leaned across the table to check Astrid’s cracker intake with clinical concern.

And Helena.

Helena sat at the far end of the long mahogany table — Margot’s table, the one piece of furniture I’d never needed to repair — and watched it all with those deep green Crawford eyes. Same bone structure as her daughters. Same auburn hair, though hers had faded to an elegant strawberry-silver that caught the morning light. Same knowing expression, though where Isabelle’s was competitive and Victoria’s was seeking, Helena’s was simply… aware. She saw everything. Processed it. Filed it.

Her tea steamed untouched beside her plate. She’d barely eaten — half a piece of toast, a few bites of the fruit Sofia had cut.

“Not hungry?” I asked.

“Observing.” She smiled. It was warm enough but revealed nothing. “You have quite the operation here.”

“It’s breakfast.”

“It’s choreography.” Her green eyes swept the table — Sofia plating seconds for Catherine without being asked, Linda refilling the Countess’s water, Yuki calculating someone’s vitamin schedule. “Everyone has a role. Everyone knows where they fit.”

“They figured it out themselves, mostly.”

“The best families do.” She sipped her tea. Her hand drifted to her own stomach — flat, unchanged, fifty-eight years old — then pulled away as though she’d touched something hot. The movement was quick. I wasn’t sure she knew she’d done it.

I noticed, though. Filed it beside everything else she’d been cataloging.

Sofia appeared at my shoulder with a second helping of her cinnamon french toast, her hip bumping mine as she leaned across the table to set the plate down. The movement pressed her swollen tits against my arm — warm, heavy, the nipples dragging across my bicep through that thin cotton. She knew exactly what she was doing.

“Eat, papi,” she murmured, her husky voice dropping low enough that only I could hear. “You’ll need the energy.”

She swayed back to the kitchen, bare feet on the tile, those wide hips rolling with every step. Her ass had gotten fuller with the pregnancy — rounder, heavier, her flowing skirts clinging in ways they hadn’t before. I watched her go and felt my cock stir against my jeans.

At the far end of the table, Helena watched me watch Sofia. Her expression didn’t change. She simply noted it — the way he looks at the pregnant one, the way she feeds him — and stored it alongside everything else she’d been cataloging.

After breakfast, I went to work on the guest cottage shutters. The carriage house renovation had turned out well — a fully separate accommodation for high-paying clients, private entrance, its own bathroom. But the shutters had warped over winter, and three of them hung crooked enough to bother me every time I walked past.

By ten o’clock I’d pulled my shirt off. Vermont in late spring was unpredictable — cool mornings that turned muggy by mid-morning, humidity thick enough to make manual labor a full-body commitment. I stood on a stepladder, prying a warped shutter from its hinges with a flat bar, my shoulders flexing with the effort. Sweat traced the lines of my chest, ran down my stomach, darkened the waistband of my jeans.

I felt her watching before I saw her.

Helena had settled into the porch rocker with a fresh glass of iced tea, her legs crossed at the ankle, a paperback open on her knee. She wasn’t reading. The book hadn’t moved in fifteen minutes.

I worked another shutter free, set it against the wall, examined the hinge pins. Corroded. I’d need to sand them down, re-oil, probably replace the bottom set entirely. My forearms flexed as I worked the pins loose, veins standing out against the strain. I was aware of her gaze — the same tuned-in awareness I’d developed over four months of women watching me work. Tracking attention like weather.

“You’re good with your hands.”

I looked over. Helena hadn’t moved from the rocker, but the paperback was closed now, abandoned on the armrest. She wasn’t pretending anymore.

“Runs in the family,” I said. “Grandfather was a carpenter. Taught me before I could read.”

“And Margot? Was she handy?”

Something about the way she said my aunt’s name made me pause. Not casual. Weighted. “She hired people for the physical work. Her talent was putting the right people in the right places.”

“Yes.” Helena’s smile shifted — deeper, more private. “She was very good at that.”

“You knew her.”

“I heard about her through mutual friends.” She picked up her tea, ice clinking against the glass. The answer was smooth — too smooth, pre-rehearsed, a door closed before I could see what was behind it.

I waited for more. Nothing came. Helena sipped her tea and watched me work, offering no further explanation. I went back to the shutters, driving out a corroded pin with a hammer and drift punch, the impact jarring up my arm. The metal squealed as it came free. I held it up, examined the green corrosion, tossed it into my scrap bucket.

“How long have you owned this place?” Helena asked.

“Four months. Inherited it. Margot left it to me in her will.”

“And before that?”

“Carpenter. Thirty-five thousand a year in a good year, a truck with a grinding transmission, and an apartment that smelled like sawdust.” I set the new hinge pin, drove it home with three clean hits. “This wasn’t the plan.”

“The best things rarely are.”

She said it like she meant more than the inn. I let it sit.

The silence between us wasn’t uncomfortable. It was loaded — a loaded silence that carried its own conversation. Her gaze carried the same assessment as her daughters’, but without their urgency. Isabelle had assessed me like a competitor measuring an opponent. Victoria had watched me like a woman hoping to be seen in return. Helena watched me like someone who’d already decided what she was looking at and was simply choosing when to act.

I replaced two hinge sets, rehung three shutters, and sanded the fourth for repainting. Took the better part of two hours. Helena stayed the entire time, occasionally turning a page in the book she wasn’t reading, occasionally sipping tea that had long since gone warm.

When I came down from the ladder and wiped my face with my discarded shirt, I caught her eyes traveling. Not quickly, not furtively — with the deliberate appreciation of a woman who’d been married thirty years and widowed five. She looked at my forearms first, the veins and calluses. Then my chest, the sweat-damp definition of muscles built by labor, not gym routines. Then lower, to where my jeans hung on my hips, where sweat had darkened the denim.

She didn’t look away when I caught her.

“Lunch?” she offered, as though she hadn’t just mapped me with her eyes.

“I need to clean up.”

“Of course.” She stood, smoothing her linen pants. At fifty-eight she moved with the easy grace of a woman who’d maintained herself without obsessing over it — yoga, probably, or walking. Her body was still elegant beneath the tasteful clothes. Not the sharp angles of Isabelle or the soft curves of Victoria. Something between. Refined. The original template that had produced two daughters worth driving six hours overnight for.

I washed up and met her in the kitchen, where Sofia had left sandwiches under a cloth. The kitchen smelled like bread and herbs from the greenhouse. Helena had set two places at the counter, an intimacy she’d manufactured without appearing to try.

“Your daughters are doing well,” I said, biting into roasted turkey and Sofia’s homemade aioli.

“Isabelle texted this morning. She’s tracking every twinge like a stock ticker — bought three different pregnancy apps, argues with all of them.” Helena’s eyes crinkled. “Victoria sent another ultrasound photo. She sends one every three days.”

“Sounds right.”

“They’re happy.” She set down her sandwich, and her expression shifted — something rawer surfacing beneath the composed surface. “Both of them. Genuinely happy, in a way I haven’t seen since they were children. Before the competition set in. Before their father started comparing them.”

“Their father compared them?”

“Constantly. Who was faster, smarter, more accomplished. He loved them both, but he couldn’t help ranking.” She paused. “You don’t rank them.”

“They’re different people.”

“Yes. They are.” She held my gaze for a beat longer than necessary. “You see that. Not everyone does.”

Her hand drifted to her stomach again. This time I was sure she was aware of it, because she pulled it back faster, tucking it beneath the counter. A reflex she was trying to break.

“Helena.”

“Hmm?”

“Your suitcase is still by the door.”

She blinked, and for one second the Crawford composure cracked. Surprise. Maybe guilt. Then it sealed itself shut, smooth as poured water.

“I like to stay organized.”

“You’ve been here six days.”

“And I’m very organized.” She smiled and took another bite of her sandwich, and the conversation was over. She’d drawn the line, and I wasn’t going to push past it. Not yet.

My phone buzzed while I cleared the plates. A text from Priya Sharma — she’d been writing weekly since returning to Silicon Valley. This one was shorter than usual: Test came back negative. Not pregnant from my stay. Disappointed but okay. My body wasn’t ready. My head wasn’t either. Maybe next time, when the timing is right. I typed back something encouraging and pocketed the phone. She’d come back when she was ready. Some women needed the inn more than once.

After lunch I returned to the shutters while Helena drifted through the house. I saw her in the garden later, kneeling beside Margot’s rose bushes, her elegant hands deep in the soil. She’d changed into a gardening blouse, the sleeves rolled to her elbows. Her forearms were lean, freckled, surprisingly strong for someone who’d never needed to do physical labor. She pruned with expertise — knew which canes to cut, which to leave, where the new growth would come from. She deadheaded spent blooms with the same decisive precision Linda brought to scheduling.

Catherine joined her briefly, the two women talking quietly among the roses. I couldn’t hear the words from the cottage, but their body language told its own story — Catherine deferential, Helena warm but measured. Two women who understood power and the performance of it, recognizing each other. Catherine left after ten minutes, fingers resting where the baby shifted, and Helena stayed among the flowers.

She worked the garden the way a woman memorizes a house she knows she’ll leave. Touching every petal. Learning every root.

The afternoon settled into the rhythm Willow Creek had developed over the past weeks — pregnant women nesting, Dr. Tanaka making her rounds with the prenatal clipboard, Linda managing the ever-thickening waitlist binder that now needed a binder clip to hold it shut, Sofia’s kitchen producing snacks at medically inadvisable intervals. I finished the last shutter and moved to the porch railing that had come loose again — the same section I’d fixed my first week here, the same sister joist where moisture pooled and rotted the wood every season. The real fix required pressure-treated lumber and carriage bolts, not the band-aid nailing I’d done before. I added it to the mental list that never got shorter.

Helena found me there as the afternoon light went golden.

“Do you ever stop working?”

I looked up from the railing. She stood at the edge of the porch, backlit by the low sun, strawberry-silver hair catching amber. Her linen blouse had loosened in the heat, the top button undone, revealing the distinguished line of her collarbone and the beginning of a freckled chest that looked remarkably like her daughters’.

“The house always needs something.”

“So do the women in it.”

I held her gaze. She held mine. The double meaning hung between us like smoke — visible, undeniable, ignored by mutual agreement. I noticed how the low light caught the green of her eyes — the same green that had stared up at me from both her daughters’ faces, in very different contexts. The Crawford green. It looked different in Helena. Deeper. More patient. Like a color that had aged into something richer.

“How many women are on your waitlist now?” she asked, shifting the conversation like a skilled driver shifts gears — smooth enough you almost didn’t notice.

“Hundred and fifty, last time Linda counted.”

“A hundred and fifty women waiting for you.” She let that sit, watching my reaction. “Margot would have been impressed.”

“Margot would have told me I was behind schedule.”

Helena laughed — unguarded, warm, the first unrehearsed sound I’d heard from her. It transformed her face, erased ten years, showed me exactly what she must have looked like at thirty-eight. At Victoria’s age. Stunning enough to stop a room.

“You’re probably right about that,” she said. “She was relentless.”

Again I waited for more about Margot. Again the door closed before I could step through it.

“I’m heading in for dinner,” she said. “Sofia’s making something that smells criminal.”

“She usually does.”

Helena turned toward the door, then paused. “Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad I came.” She said it simply, without the layers she’d wrapped every other sentence in. Bare. Almost vulnerable. Then the composed distance settled back, and she disappeared inside.

I stood there for a moment, railing forgotten, watching the door she’d walked through. The words sat in my chest like a stone I couldn’t place — weighted with something I couldn’t name.

The sound of tires on gravel pulled me out of it.

A black Mercedes sedan — not a limousine like the Countess’s, but close enough — rolled up the drive. It moved slowly, carefully, the way expensive cars move on surfaces that weren’t designed for them. The driver parked, stepped out, and opened the rear door.

A woman emerged.

She wore heels. On gravel. The kind of impractical choice that screamed either ignorance or deliberate statement. Tanned legs — the golden-bronze of a spray tan maintained year-round — extended from a cream skirt that probably cost more than my truck’s transmission repair. My eyes traveled up: tiny waist, a cashmere wrap draped precisely over shoulders, augmented breasts that sat higher and rounder than any I’d seen at the inn — the first enhanced pair in my experience, firm enough that they barely shifted as she stepped onto the uneven surface.

Her hair was platinum blonde, salon-perfect, not a strand displaced by the car ride. Glossed lips. Blue eyes that held a practiced vacancy — pleasant, empty, a mask as carefully constructed as Catherine’s CEO armor or the Countess’s imperial composure. Different material. Same function.

Then the light caught her left hand.

A princess-cut diamond the size of a small ice cube sat on her ring finger. The facets threw prismatic fire across the gravel, the porch, the side of the house. It was the kind of ring that didn’t whisper wealth — it announced it like a headline.

She was married. Very married. And she was here.

Linda appeared beside me, materializing the way she did when new clients arrived — professional, prepared, already holding the intake folder.

“Genevieve Harland,” Linda said quietly. “Attorney referral. Her husband sent a blank check with the paperwork.”

Her husband sent her.

I looked at the diamond burning on her finger, then at the woman wearing it — perfect, curated, a walking magazine spread who hadn’t come here by choice.

“Interesting,” I said.

Linda’s expression was unreadable. “That’s one word for it.”


Chapter 2: The Ring

Genevieve Harland carried herself like a woman who’d been assembled from a checklist.

Hair: platinum, perfect. Skin: golden, maintained. Body: sculpted, augmented where nature hadn’t cooperated. Wardrobe: designer casual that cost more than formal. Expression: pleasant, vacant, compliant. She’d been optimized like a product — every flaw sanded away, every surface polished, every element calibrated for maximum visual impact.

The ring was the final specification. Princess-cut diamond, platinum band, a piece that existed less as jewelry and more as a property marker. It caught the light constantly — when she pushed hair behind her ear, when she accepted a glass of water from Linda, when she smoothed her cream skirt over tanned thighs. The diamond announced itself in every gesture, an involuntary signal broadcasting her status to the room.

Taken. Owned. Somebody’s.

Linda handled the intake in the study with her usual professionalism. I sat behind the desk while Viv — she’d corrected us immediately, “Genevieve is for Gerald’s events” — settled into the client chair with the practiced ease of a woman accustomed to medical offices. She’d spent years in them. IVF clinics, fertility specialists, consultation rooms. This was just another one.

“My husband arranged this appointment,” she said, opening the leather folder she’d carried from the car. Her voice was polite, measured, slightly robotic — a voice worn smooth by eight years of saying what someone else wanted to hear. “He’s included relevant medical records, genetic screening results, and a letter of intent.”

I took the folder. Inside: comprehensive fertility workup, hormone panels, three failed IVF reports documented with clinical precision, and a handwritten note on Gerald Harland’s personal stationery. The handwriting was aggressive, impatient — a man accustomed to delegating solutions.

Dear Mr. Brooks — My wife requires your services. Enclosed please find her complete medical file and a blank check. Discretion is paramount. Please advise Genevieve on optimal scheduling. — G.H.

Not “we require.” Not “we’ve been struggling.” My wife requires your services. As if she were a car being dropped off for repair.

I closed the folder.

“How long has Gerald been impotent?”

The question landed like a stone in a pond. Viv’s eyes — blue, carefully bland — sharpened for just a moment. Intelligence flashing behind the trophy-wife mask before she smoothed it away.

“Three years. Vascular issues. His physician prescribed several treatments. None were effective.”

“And the IVF?”

“Three cycles with his frozen specimen. All failed.” She recited it like a financial report — dates, statistics, outcomes. No emotion attached. “His specialist recommended exploring alternative conception methods. He researched discreet options and found this establishment through an attorney who handles sensitive family matters.”

“He found us.”

“Yes.”

“Not you.”

Another flicker behind the vacancy. She crossed her legs — tanned, toned, the muscles of a woman who saw a personal trainer four times a week — and the ring caught the light as her hands settled in her lap.

“Gerald handles the logistics. I handle the execution.”

The way she said it — flat, rehearsed, a line she’d probably used to describe everything from interior decorating to charity galas to lying on her back in yet another fertility clinic — made my jaw tighten. Not anger exactly. Something rawer.

“We don’t do executions here,” I said. “We do consultations.”

“Of course. I misspoke.”

She hadn’t misspoken. She’d used the exact word that described her role in her marriage. Execute Gerald’s plan. Perform Gerald’s vision. Produce Gerald’s heir.

Linda cleared her throat. “The wellness exam is standard for all incoming clients, Mrs. Harland. I’ll walk you through the process.”

“Viv, please.” She stood smoothly, gathering her folder. “And yes, I’m familiar with medical examinations. After three rounds of IVF, there’s nothing you could show me that I haven’t already experienced.”

Linda led her toward the Wellness Wing. I followed at a distance — standard protocol for new clients, observing without crowding. Through the exam room’s open door, I watched Viv undress for the physical assessment with clinical detachment. Three rounds of IVF had taught her to strip like a patient, not a person. She folded each garment precisely, set it on the chair, and stood in her bra and underwear as though she were at a fitting, not a fertility clinic. Efficient. Empty. The ring stayed on.

But when my hand brushed her shoulder during the basic vitals check — routine, nothing more than a doctor’s gesture — her pulse jumped. I felt it under my fingertips, a rapid flutter that contradicted every ounce of the composed surface. Her jaw tightened. She didn’t acknowledge it. Neither did I.

She dressed, rejoined Linda for paperwork, and I sat with Gerald’s letter and tried to sort through what I was feeling. I’d seen women arrive at Willow Creek defended in different ways — Catherine’s CEO control, the Countess’s imperial demands, Tanaka’s clinical precision. Each was a wall built against vulnerability. Each wall had crumbled when the moment came.

Viv’s wall was different. It wasn’t her construction. Someone else had built it around her, and she’d lived inside it so long she might not remember what was on the other side.

Catherine found me in the study twenty minutes later.

“That poor woman,” she said, closing the door behind her.

“You noticed.”

“Takes one to know one.” Catherine lowered herself into the chair Viv had vacated, one hand resting on her seventeen-week bump. Her gray-green eyes held the complicated expression of a woman who recognized her own past in someone else’s present. “I spent years performing for boardrooms the way she performs for Gerald. Different costume, same script.”

“How do you know it’s performance?”

“Because I saw her face in the mirror when Linda turned her back. Just a flash — two seconds, maybe less. She looked exhausted. Not physically. Existentially.” Catherine pressed her lips together. “That ring is gorgeous and she wears it like a handcuff.”

“You think she wants to be here?”

“I think she wants something. I’m not sure she knows what, and I’m not sure Gerald’s plan accounts for it.” Catherine paused. “Be careful with her, Nathan. The ones who arrive as transactions are the ones who leave as earthquakes.”

She should know. She’d been one herself.

I kissed her forehead, tasting the faint salt of her skin, feeling the bump press between us. “I’m always careful.”

“You’re never careful. You’re good.” She smiled against my chest. “Those are different things.”



Later that afternoon, while Viv settled into the guest cottage and Linda processed her intake paperwork, Catherine called a household meeting.

She stood at the head of the study — the same room where this business had always been conducted, where secrets were shared and decisions made — and shifted into CEO mode with the comfort of a woman returning to her native language.

“I want to discuss something I’ve been thinking about,” she said. Her voice carried the boardroom authority she’d built over twenty years, but underneath it ran a current of vulnerability she never would have shown a board of directors. “Something I think we’re all feeling but no one’s saying.”

The household had assembled in the study’s chairs and loveseat. Sofia sat closest to me, her hip touching mine, palm curved against the swell of her belly. Linda stood by the window, arms crossed, silver-streaked hair catching the late light. Astrid sat cross-legged on the floor, her flexibility making the position look comfortable instead of ridiculous. Margarethe occupied the wing chair with aristocratic composure. Yuki perched on the desk, her legs dangling, clipboard balanced on her thigh. Helena sat slightly apart, in a straight-backed chair near the door, as though she wanted to be able to leave without disturbing anyone.

“We’re a family,” Catherine said. “Not officially. Not legally. Not in any way that anyone outside this house would recognize. But we are one. Six women, one man, six pregnancies — soon to be more. We share a home, a purpose, and a future.”

“And a man,” Sofia added with a smirk. “Don’t forget the man.”

“I’m not forgetting the man.” Catherine’s lips twitched. “What I’m proposing is that we make this official. Not legally — I’ve looked into it, and there’s no legal framework that covers what we are. But emotionally. Ritually.”

She let the word sit. Ritually.

“I’m proposing a commitment ceremony,” she continued. “A private event, somewhere beautiful, away from the inn. Vows we write ourselves — each of us to Nathan, Nathan to each of us. No legal standing. But emotional permanence. Something we can point to and say: this is what we are.”

Silence. Then everyone spoke at once.

“Yes.” Sofia, immediate, no hesitation. Her hand squeezed mine. “We should have done this months ago. I want — I want to know what this is. I want our babies to know what this is.”

“What does it mean practically?” Linda’s voice was precise, measured. The operations manager parsing a proposal for hidden costs. “For the children? For inheritance? For the business?”

“I can research domestic partnership frameworks,” Yuki said, her pen already moving on the clipboard. “Several states have provisions for non-traditional family structures. Trust law might be more applicable than family law in this instance.”

“In my family,” Margarethe said, and her voice held a weight that quieted the room, “arranged marriages sustained dynasties for centuries. The love came later — or it didn’t. But the arrangement held because it served everyone involved.” She looked at Catherine with something like respect. “This is not so different. A commitment based on mutual benefit, shared purpose, and genuine feeling. My ancestors would understand this better than most modern couples.”

“If we’re doing this,” Astrid said practically, stretching her legs out in front of her, “we should do it properly. Plan it. Set a date. Make it real, not just a conversation.”

I looked at Helena. She’d been quiet throughout, those green Crawford eyes moving from face to face, absorbing reactions as she absorbed everything.

“Helena?”

She straightened slightly, as though surprised to be asked. Then she smiled — bright, warm, almost eager.

“I think it’s wonderful,” she said. “I think it’s exactly what this family needs.”

Her enthusiasm felt deliberate. Not false — sincerely felt — but amplified. As though she were performing participation, ensuring no one would question her commitment to the idea.

“Then we start planning,” Catherine said, and the CEO was back, already building project timelines in her head. “I’ll research venues. Somewhere warm, private, with enough rooms. The Countess mentioned —”

“The House of Eichenwald has resources,” Margarethe said. Her voice held a weight that quieted the room. “If this moves forward, I would like to contribute. Meaningfully.”

Sofia’s eyes went glassy. Even Linda’s composure softened.

“We’ll discuss details when the time comes,” I said.

“Indeed.” She paused. “My family has attended weddings across European aristocracy for three centuries. This will be the first one worth investing in.” She paused again. “Though it technically isn’t a wedding. Whatever we’re calling it.”

“A commitment ceremony,” Catherine repeated. “Something new. Something ours.”

“Something ours,” Helena echoed. The words sounded like they cost her something, though I couldn’t have said what.

The planning conversation continued — logistics, dates, guest lists that were really just us plus the question of the Crawford twins — but I found myself watching Helena more than participating. She asked detailed questions about the ceremony. Offered suggestions about the format. Helped Catherine think through the vow structure. She was engaged, invested, present.

Too present, maybe. Like someone making sure they’d be remembered.



The household dispersed after the meeting, scattering to their various corners of the inn. Sofia returned to the kitchen to prep dinner. Linda retreated to her office to add the ceremony to her master schedule, which now covered everything from prenatal appointment timings to the optimal rotation for Nathan’s nocturnal visits — she’d drawn up an actual spreadsheet, which I pretended not to know about. Margarethe and Yuki walked the garden together, an unlikely pair bonded by their shared unconventional status.

I found Viv on the guest cottage porch.

She sat in the Adirondack chair with her legs crossed, scrolling through her phone. Gerald’s name was visible on the screen before she tilted it away. She looked up as I approached, and for less than a second the vacancy cracked — a flash of intelligence, of hunger, of something sharp and alive beneath the trophy-wife polish. Then the mask settled back into place.

“Mr. Brooks.”

“Nathan.” I leaned against the porch rail. “How are you settling in?”

“The cottage is lovely. Very… rustic.” She said it as she probably said everything — as Gerald might want her to say it. Polite, appreciative, empty.

“Your wellness exam is scheduled for tomorrow morning. We’ll start with a conversation — just us, no paperwork, no procedures. If you’re comfortable after that, we move forward at whatever pace works for you.”

“Gerald would prefer we move forward quickly. He’s concerned about my age — I’ll be thirty-seven in three months, and fertility declines sharply after—”

“I’m not consulting with Gerald. I’m consulting with you.”

The trophy-wife polish flickered. Not quite a crack — more like a tremor beneath the surface. She looked at me with those blue eyes, and for a moment I saw the intelligence Catherine had mentioned. Sharp, guarded, surprised to be addressed directly.

“With me,” she repeated, as though testing how the words felt.

“What do you want, Viv? Not what Gerald wants. Not what the fertility specialists recommended. What do you want?”

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

“I don’t —” She stopped, swallowed. “No one’s asked me that in a very long time.”

The ring caught the last of the daylight as she looked down at her hands. Princess-cut diamond blazing. She stared at it the way you stare at a lock you’ve forgotten you’re wearing.

“Think about it,” I said. “We have time. This doesn’t have to be a procedure.”

I left her on the porch with her phone and her ring and whatever Gerald was texting about. Tomorrow would bring its own answers. Tonight, there was a household to manage, six pregnant women to attend to, and an older Crawford woman who watched me from her bedroom window as I crossed back to the main house.

I raised a hand to Helena. She raised her glass of wine in return.

Then the sound of a car engine cut through the evening — not the purr of a Mercedes this time, but something smaller, angrier. A rental compact, a basic hatchback that looked wrong on the gravel drive the way a skateboard would look wrong in a ballroom. The engine died. Music cut mid-song — something loud, distorted, with screaming that might have been vocals.

A car door slammed.

Combat boots hit gravel.

I heard them before I saw her — heavy soles crunching stone with the confident stride of someone who didn’t give a single damn about her entrance. Then she rounded the hood and I got the full picture.

Short. Thick. Curves that didn’t apologize for existing. Ripped black jeans that painted themselves over powerful thighs and an ass that entered rooms after her — round, prominent, impossible to ignore even in the fading light. A cropped band tee exposed a strip of pale midriff covered in tattoo ink, and above it, heavy tits swayed braless under the thin fabric. Silver caught the porch light — rings on every finger, a septum piercing, something glinting at her lower lip.

Her hair was an asymmetric undercut — shaved on one side, chin-length black with violet streaks on the other. Heavy eyeliner. Dark lipstick. A smirk that said she’d already judged this place and found it wanting.

She looked at the inn the way a cat looks at a bath.

Linda materialized beside me again, intake folder in hand. Her expression was the closest I’d ever seen to a wince.

“Dani Kovacs,” she said. “Alternative fertility forum referral. I flagged her file as unusual.”

The woman in combat boots slung a duffel bag over her shoulder and marched toward the front door. Her boots were loud on the porch steps — deliberate, unapologetic, every step saying I’m here and I dare you to have an opinion about it.

She stopped at the threshold, scanned the foyer, and looked directly at me.

“Nice doilies,” she said. “Do I sign a waiver or just bend over?”


Chapter 3: Nice Doilies

Dani Kovacs clashed with Willow Creek Inn the way a live wire clashes with a bathtub.

She stood in the foyer with her duffel bag and her combat boots and her smirk, scanning the antique wallpaper, the mahogany wainscoting, the fresh flowers from the garden that Helena had arranged that morning in a crystal vase. Her dark eyes — heavy with black liner, sharp with judgment — cataloged every doily, every throw pillow, every piece of Margot’s carefully curated aesthetic. An industrial bar pierced through the cartilage of her left ear, winking alongside the septum ring and lip ring.

“It’s like my grandma’s house had sex with a Pottery Barn,” she said.

Linda’s eye twitched. I saw it happen — a micro-spasm at the corner of her left lid that she controlled with the same iron discipline she brought to everything. She extended the intake folder with both hands, the way you’d hand a document to someone you weren’t sure could be trusted with paper.

“Welcome to Willow Creek, Ms. Kovacs. If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your room and walk you through the intake process.”

“Lead the way, boss.” Dani hoisted her duffel and followed Linda up the stairs, her boots leaving faint scuff marks on the hardwood that Linda would absolutely notice and silently rage about later. My eyes followed them up — specifically Dani, because ignoring the way her ass moved in those ripped jeans would have required a level of discipline I didn’t possess.

It was different from any woman I’d been with. Dani’s ass was prominent — round, heavy, stretching the black denim to its structural limits, swaying with every step like it had its own gravitational field. When she turned the corner at the top of the stairs, it was the last thing to disappear from view.

I caught myself. Shook my head. Went to find dinner.



Sofia had opinions about the new arrival. She expressed them the way she expressed everything — loudly, while cooking.

“Did you see what she was wearing? In my kitchen?” Sofia stood at the stove, wooden spoon gesturing like a weapon, her massive pregnant tits swaying with every emphatic point. She’d changed into a peasant blouse that had given up any pretense of containment — the neckline slipping off one brown shoulder, the fabric straining across her swollen chest. Her nipples were hard points against the cotton, and I wasn’t sure if it was the steam from the pot or her agitation.

“She hasn’t been in your kitchen yet.”

“She will. They all come to the kitchen eventually. And when she does, those boots —” Sofia shuddered. “Combat boots. On my hardwood.”

“The floors have survived worse.”

“Name one thing worse than combat boots on maple hardwood.”

“The time you dropped a cast-iron pan on them.”

She pointed the spoon at me. “That was an accident. Those boots are a choice. An aggressive choice. Against my floor.”

I came up behind her, my hands finding her hips — wider now, rounder, the pregnancy filling her hourglass frame until she was all curve and heat. I pressed against her back, my chin on her shoulder, and felt her soften immediately. Her body relaxed into mine, the tension draining out of her the way it always did when I held her. My cock pressed against her ass through the thin skirt, and she pushed back into it with a quiet hum.

“You’re trying to distract me,” she murmured.

“Is it working?”

“Always.” She turned her head to kiss my jaw, her glossed lips warm and sticky. “But I’m still not happy about the boots.”

The Countess found the new guest even less acceptable.

Margarethe had been in the sitting room when Dani came downstairs after unpacking — which apparently consisted of placing three skull-shaped candles on the nightstand, a dog-eared copy of something called Anarchist Parenting on the bedside table, and not hanging up a single piece of clothing. Dani emerged in fresh ripped jeans, a different cropped band tee, and an attitude that hadn’t improved with the room change.

“Is that a real tiara or costume?” Dani asked, eyeing the antique hairpins holding Margarethe’s chignon in place.

The temperature in the sitting room dropped ten degrees.

“Those are seventeenth-century silver hairpins from the House of Eichenwald,” Margarethe said, her Austrian accent sharpening to a cutting edge. “They belonged to my great-grandmother.”

“Cool. They look like something from a Renaissance fair.”

Margarethe’s nostrils flared. Her ice-blue eyes went arctic. I could see the imperial tirade building — the Countess who’d once sent back tea twice for being the wrong temperature, who’d arrived with seventeen pieces of matched luggage and a three-page requirements document, who’d needed to be physically conquered before she’d acknowledge another human being as her equal.

“Margarethe,” I said quietly.

She looked at me. I shook my head once. She held her composure — barely — and returned to her book with the rigid dignity of a woman choosing not to commit murder.

Dani, oblivious or indifferent, wandered toward the kitchen. Sofia’s territorial radar activated instantly. I heard the exchange from the hallway:

“Shoes off in the kitchen.”

“These are boots.”

“Boots are shoes. Off.”

“Lady, I don’t take my boots off for anyone.”

“In my kitchen, you do. Or you don’t eat.”

A pause. The sound of combat boots being unlaced. Sofia’s grunt of satisfaction.

I bit back a smile.

Only two people in the household seemed unbothered by the new arrival. Astrid, predictably, treated Dani with the same Scandinavian pragmatism she brought to everything — acknowledged her existence, offered tea, returned to her stretching routine without judgment or interest. And Catherine, less predictably, watched Dani with a quiet fascination that I recognized.

“She reminds me of someone,” Catherine said, finding me in the hallway. Her hand rested on her bump, her gray-green eyes thoughtful.

“Who?”

“Me. Day one.” She touched my arm. “Different walls, same fear.”



The next morning, Dani’s window was stuck.

I knew because Linda informed me with the careful neutrality she used when reporting problems she didn’t want to editorialize about. “Ms. Kovacs’s bedroom window doesn’t open. She mentioned it. Twice.”

Which meant she’d complained about it with enough force to register on Linda’s tolerance scale, and Linda was outsourcing the interaction.

I knocked on Dani’s door at nine, tool belt around my hips.

“Yeah?”

“Nathan. Your window’s stuck.”

The door opened. Dani stood in an oversized band tee that hit her mid-thigh, the bottom of her tattoo sleeves visible on both arms — botanical motifs tangled with skulls, black and gray with occasional pops of violet that matched her hair. Her legs were bare beneath the shirt, thick and pale and illustrated. I caught a glimpse of ink continuing onto her upper thigh before the shirt hem cut off the view. No pants. Probably no underwear, based on the way the fabric hung.

“It’s painted shut,” she said, stepping aside. “Whoever did the trim was a moron.”

She wasn’t wrong. The previous paint job had sealed the sash to the frame — a common amateur mistake, something Margot’s maintenance crew had probably done years ago when the inn was between proper caretakers. I set down my tool bag and examined the window. Old double-hung, wood frame, decent hardware underneath the paint buildup.

“I’ll have it open in ten minutes.”

“Have at it.”

She dropped onto the bed and pulled out her phone, seemingly dismissing me. But I felt her watching as I worked — the same awareness I’d developed over four months of women finding excuses to observe me fix things.

I scored the paint line with a utility knife first, running the blade along the seam between sash and frame. Then I worked a stiff putty knife into the gap, tapping it with a hammer — short, controlled impacts that broke the paint seal without damaging the wood. My forearms flexed with each tap, veins standing out against the effort. The painted-shut sash resisted, then gave, then resisted again. I switched to a flat bar for more leverage, bracing one hand against the frame and pushing with the other, my shoulder rolling with the effort, the muscles of my back tightening under my henley.

The sash broke free with a satisfying crack. I raised it smoothly, tested the movement — up, down, up again. Solid. I checked the sash cord while I was at it, found it fraying, made a mental note to replace it next week.

“Done.” I wiped my hands on my jeans.

Dani hadn’t looked at her phone for the last five minutes. It sat face-down on the mattress. She lay on her stomach, her thick legs kicked up behind her, the oversized tee riding up to reveal the curve of her ass in black boy shorts. Tattoo ink covered her hip — a continuation of the botanical sleeve that I could now see extended down her thigh. Her chin rested on her folded arms, and she was staring at me with an expression I hadn’t seen on her face before.

Not the smirk. Not the hostility. Something unguarded, almost confused, like she’d expected a reaction she hadn’t gotten and was trying to recalibrate.

“You didn’t say anything,” she said.

“About what?”

“The skulls.” She nodded toward the nightstand where her candles sat. “The tattoos. The piercings.” Her eyes dropped to the lip ring, then back to me. “You walked in here, saw all this” — she gestured at herself, at the room, at the everything — “and just fixed the window.”

“The window was what needed fixing.”

“Most guys either try to compliment the ink — oh cool tattoos, what do they mean — or they get weird about it. Like I’m a zoo exhibit.”

“Do you want me to get weird about it?”

“No.” She said it too quickly. Then recovered with the half-smile she wore like a visor, sliding it back into place. “Just wondering if you’re actually this chill or if it’s a performance.”

“I’ve been a carpenter for ten years. I’ve worked with guys covered in ink, guys with face tattoos, a foreman with a bone through his ear. Your aesthetic isn’t exactly shocking.”

“My aesthetic.” She repeated the word with mock offense. “Nobody’s ever called it an aesthetic before. Usually it’s ‘phase’ or ‘cry for help’ or ‘that’s going to look terrible when you’re sixty.’”

“My aunt had roses tattooed on her shoulder. She was seventy-three when she died. They looked great.”

The sharpness in her expression redirected. She wasn’t softening — she wasn’t soft — but the edge turned sideways. Like a guard dog that had decided the intruder might not be an intruder after all.

“Your aunt sounds cool.”

“She ran this place.”

“The sperm bank with doilies?”

“The fertility inn with antique wallpaper. Different branding.”

She almost laughed. I saw it — the muscles of her face fighting against the smirk, trying to produce something more honest. The guard held, but barely.

I packed up my tools. Tested the window one more time. Noticed a loose hinge on the closet door and tightened it while I was there — three turns of a screwdriver, automatic, automatic, a reflex I’d stopped noticing.

“You’re fixing things that aren’t broken,” she observed.

“I’m fixing things before they break. There’s a difference.”

“Deep.” The sarcasm was there, but thinner than before. A coat of paint over something less certain.

I headed for the door.

“Nathan.”

I turned. She’d sat up on the bed, cross-legged, the band tee pooling around her thick thighs. Her face was doing something complicated — the usual defenses fighting with honesty she wasn’t used to showing.

“The window works great. Thanks.”

Two sentences. No sarcasm. No irony. No defensive posture.

“You’re welcome.”

I closed the door behind me and headed downstairs, where Linda waited with the day’s schedule and a look that said she’d timed exactly how long I’d spent in the new guest’s room.

“Twenty-two minutes,” she said. “For a window.”

“The closet hinge was loose too.”

“The closet hinge.” Her tone was perfectly flat. “Of course.”



The rest of the day passed in the rhythm of a household finding its new shape around two additional bodies. Viv stayed in the guest cottage, venturing to the main house only for meals, where she sat at the table with the careful posture Gerald had trained into her — shoulders back, elbows in, never taking up too much space. She ate small portions, complimented Sofia’s cooking with generic precision — the same phrases she probably deployed at Gerald’s dinner parties — and answered questions about herself with responses that all started with “Gerald prefers” or “My husband says.”

Catherine watched her with increasing concern. Sofia watched her with maternal bewilderment. Helena watched her the way Helena watched everything — green eyes steady, processing, revealing nothing.

Dani, by contrast, ate like she was fueling a furnace. Three helpings of Sofia’s chicken mole, two pieces of cornbread, and a commentary that was half real compliment and half provocation.

“This is unreal,” she said through a mouthful. “Like, actually incredible. Did you go to culinary school?”

Sofia’s territorial hackles smoothed slightly. Complimenting her food was the fastest route to her good side. “Self-taught. My abuela’s recipes, adapted.”

“Your abuela was a genius.”

“She was.” Sofia’s brown eyes softened. “You want more?”

“I want to live in this mole.”

Sofia served her a fourth helping with something approaching warmth. The boots-on-hardwood offense wasn’t forgotten, but it had been mitigated by proper appreciation of the food. In Sofia’s hierarchy, culinary respect ranked above floor care.

After dinner, the household scattered. I found myself on the back porch, the day’s final light turning the garden amber. The hot tub bubbled softly on the deck — installed a few weeks back when the renovation budget finally allowed it. The pregnant women had claimed it immediately for back pain relief, which meant I spent a lot of evenings surrounded by wet, glowing, pregnant bodies in various states of undress. Sofia in a bikini that contained approximately nothing. Catherine in a one-piece that clung to every curve of her changing body. Astrid in boy shorts that made her long legs look endless in the warm water.

Tonight, though, I was alone. Thinking about the two new guests and what they needed. What they hadn’t asked for yet.

Viv needed to remember she was a person, not an accessory. Dani needed to discover that wanting something didn’t make her weak.

Both of them had arrived guarded. Both of them were watching me for the reaction that would justify keeping the walls up. I hadn’t given either of them that reaction, and it had confused them in different ways — Viv’s confusion looked like silence, Dani’s looked like sarcasm.

Helena, meanwhile, continued her quiet circuit of the property. I’d seen her after dinner, walking the garden paths in the fading light, pausing at the nursery wing where my half-installed crown molding framed doorways that would soon hold cribs. She touched the fresh drywall, ran her fingers along the wood grain of the molding, and stood in the empty room for a long time before moving on. The sawdust and fresh paint smell drifted through the east corridor, mingling with the scent of the roses she’d pruned that morning.

Her suitcase, I noticed through the open door of her room as I passed, still sat by the bed. Accessible. Ready.

Through her closed door, I heard music — low, distorted, the same screaming-or-singing she’d arrived with. Then the sound of a phone’s keyboard tapping. A message to someone.

The door wasn’t fully latched — old house, warped frames, the kind of thing I’d get to eventually. It had drifted open an inch, and through the gap I caught a glimpse of her phone screen before I moved past. Just a flash, but enough to read the text she was typing to whoever waited on the other end.

The stud farmer is annoyingly competent. This might be less terrible than expected.

I kept walking. But she’d stopped looking for reasons to leave.


Chapter 4: Another Man’s Wife

Gerald texted at seven-fourteen in the morning.

I know because Viv checked her phone at the breakfast table and her face went through three expressions in two seconds — recognition, resignation, performance. She typed a response with practiced speed, set the phone face-down beside her plate, and returned to her egg-white omelet with the same vacant composure she brought to everything.

“Everything okay?” Catherine asked.

“Gerald checking in.” Viv smiled. Empty. Reflexive. “He likes to stay informed about the procedure.”

The word procedure landed on the table like a dead fish. Sofia’s fork paused mid-bite. Linda’s dark eyes flickered. Even Astrid, who rarely registered social dynamics, looked up from her crackers.

“It’s not a procedure,” I said.

Viv’s blue eyes met mine. For half a second the vacancy cleared, and I saw the woman underneath — sharp, tired, hungry for something she didn’t have permission to name. Then the careful blankness returned.

“Of course. The consultation.” She corrected herself with the ease of someone accustomed to being corrected. “Gerald’s terminology. He’s very clinical about these things.”

“Gerald’s not here.”

“No.” She looked at her phone, face-down on the table. “No, he’s not.”



She came to the Wellness Wing at ten.

The guest cottage was a short walk through the garden, and she made it in heels — impractical on the gravel path, deliberate on every surface. Tanned legs in a cream pencil skirt. A silk blouse in pale blue, buttoned to the third button, the augmented DD-cups pressing the fabric outward with the unnatural roundness of surgical enhancement. They didn’t sway like Sofia’s naturals when she walked. They sat high and firm, barely shifting, a testament to the surgeon’s skill and Gerald’s investment. The platinum hair was perfect. The glossed lips were perfect. Everything was perfect in the way that things are perfect when someone else has designed them.

The ring caught the light as she reached for the door handle. Princess-cut. Impossible to miss.

I’d set up the Wellness Wing the way I always did for first consultations — dimmed lights, comfortable temperature, the leather exam chair replaced with a proper bed I’d installed months ago when it became clear that clinical settings killed the mood faster than anything. Fresh sheets. A carafe of water. No paperwork visible.

Viv entered and scanned the room with the trained eye of a woman who’d evaluated a hundred medical offices. I saw her register the difference — the warmth, the bed, the absence of stirrups and fluorescent lighting.

“This isn’t what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“Something more…” She searched for the word. “Clinical.”

“You’ve had clinical. Three rounds of it.”

“Yes.” Her voice thinned. “Three rounds.”

“Sit down.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, knees together, hands folded in her lap. The ring blazed against her tanned fingers. She looked like a woman waiting for a dentist appointment — patient, resigned, already enduring something that hadn’t started.

“Tell me about you,” I said.

“Gerald’s attorney sent a complete file—”

“Not the file. You.”

She blinked. The vacancy flickered. “What do you want to know?”

“Anything that isn’t in the paperwork. Something Gerald didn’t brief you on.”

The silence lasted long enough that I thought she might not answer. She sat perfectly still, the mannequin pose Gerald had trained into her — every limb arranged for display. Her fingers twisted the ring — a nervous habit, maybe the only unconscious gesture she had left.

“I was an interior designer,” she said finally. “Before Gerald. I had my own firm. Small, but it was mine.”

“What happened to it?”

“Gerald happened.” A ghost of a smile — bitter, quick. “He was a client. His penthouse. I redesigned it, he redesigned me. The firm closed six months after the wedding. He said I didn’t need to work.”

“Do you miss it?”

“Every day.” The words came out raw, startled. She hadn’t meant to say them. Her hand flew to her mouth, and the ring caught the light again — a flash of prismatic fire, a reminder of ownership. “I mean — I’m very fortunate. Gerald provides everything I could—”

“Viv.”

She stopped.

“You don’t have to perform for me.”

Her blue eyes went liquid. Not tears — not yet — but the surface tension of them, the moment before the dam breaks. She held it. Swallowed it down the way she’d been swallowing things for eight years.

“No one’s said that to me in a very long time,” she whispered.

I moved to the bed. Sat beside her. Close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her spray-tanned skin, to smell the expensive perfume that was probably Gerald’s choice too. Close enough that when I lifted my hand and touched her jaw — gently, tilting her face toward mine — she shivered like she’d been electrocuted.

“When was the last time someone touched you like this?”

“I—” Her voice cracked. “Gerald hasn’t been able to — it’s been three years since he could—”

“Before that?”

“He was never… enthusiastic. Even before the impotence. It was always—” She struggled for the word. “Perfunctory.”

“So you haven’t been properly fucked in—”

“Years.” The word tore out of her. “Years. Maybe ever. I don’t — Gerald was efficient, not—” She closed her eyes. “Not like you’re looking at me right now.”

“How am I looking at you?”

“Like you actually want me.”

I kissed her.

I kissed Viv hard — my hand fisting in her perfect platinum hair, my mouth crushing against her glossed lips, my tongue shoving past her surprise into the wet heat of her mouth. She tasted like mint and expensive lip gloss and years of nothing.

She froze for one second. Two. Then something broke.

Her hands grabbed my shirt with desperate strength. She pulled me closer, kissing me back with a hunger that had been starving so long it didn’t know how to pace itself. Her augmented tits crushed against my chest — firm, round, unyielding in a way that was different from every natural pair I’d had pressed against me. She whimpered into my mouth and the sound was raw, shocked, the noise of a woman rediscovering a sensation she’d filed away as lost. I felt her nipples harden against my chest through her silk blouse.

I pulled back. Her lips were swollen, the gloss smeared, her blue eyes wide and bright with something that looked like terror.

“We can stop,” I said.

“Don’t you dare.” She pulled me back into the kiss with both hands on my jaw, the ring scraping against my stubble. “Don’t you fucking dare stop.”

I undressed her slowly. The silk blouse first — buttons parting one by one to reveal a bra that probably cost five hundred dollars, cream lace over the surgical curve of her enhanced DD-cups. They sat perfectly in the cups, round and high, the skin smooth and golden. I unclasped the bra and let it fall.

Augmented breasts looked different bare. I’d only been with natural women before — Sofia’s massive G-cups that hung heavy and swayed with every breath, Catherine’s smaller pair that had grown tender with pregnancy, Astrid’s athletic C-cups that sat firm and responsive. Viv’s were sculpted. Round and taut with a firmness that came from silicone rather than tissue. Her nipples were small, pink, stiffening in the cool air, and when I thumbed one she gasped — but the breast itself didn’t shift the way natural ones did. It held its shape, a monument to the surgeon’s art.

Different. Not worse. Just different.

“They were Gerald’s idea,” she said, catching my assessment. Defensive. Ashamed.

“They’re yours now.” I cupped one, feeling the weight, the smooth skin over the implant beneath, my thumb circling her nipple until it pebbled harder. “Everything about you is yours right now. Not Gerald’s. Yours.”

Her chin trembled. I bent and took her nipple into my mouth, sucking hard, my tongue flicking the stiff peak. She cried out — a sharp, desperate sound — her hands flying to the back of my head, holding me there. Even if the breast didn’t respond like natural tissue, the nipple was all hers, all nerve endings, and I worked it until she was squirming beneath me.

I stripped the pencil skirt down her tanned legs — waxed smooth, every inch maintained, the muscles toned from the personal trainer she saw four times a week. Her underwear was cream silk, a matching set, and the center was soaked dark with her arousal, the fabric clinging to the outline of her pussy lips.

I pulled the silk aside and touched her for the first time. She was drenched — her pussy lips swollen and slick, arousal coating my fingers the moment I stroked through her folds. Years of nothing, and her body was weeping with need.

“Oh God.” Her head fell back, her platinum hair fanning across the pillow. “Oh — that’s—”

“When was the last time you were this wet?”

“I can’t remember.” Her hips rolled against my fingers, grinding her clit against my palm. “I genuinely can’t remember. Gerald never — he didn’t bother with—”

“With what?”

“With wanting me to enjoy it.”

Something hot and angry moved through my chest. Not at her. At the man who’d sculpted her into a trophy and then left her on a shelf to gather dust. I pressed two fingers against her entrance and felt her body resist for a moment — tight from years of disuse — before yielding. I slid inside her and she cried out, her cunt gripping my fingers like a hot, wet vice, the walls fluttering as they remembered what it felt like to be filled.

“That’s it,” I said against her ear, curling my fingers against her front wall, finding the spongy patch that made her thighs shake. “Let yourself feel it.”

“I’m feeling — God, I’m feeling everything—” Her hips bucked off the bed, her tanned thighs spreading obscenely wide, her hands fisting the sheets. The ring scraped against the cotton. “It’s been so long. Please — please don’t stop—”

I worked her open with my fingers, pumping steadily, the wet sounds of her arousal filling the room. My thumb found her clit — swollen, throbbing, desperate for attention — and I rubbed it in tight circles while I fingered her. Her cream silk underwear hung off one ankle, forgotten. Her mascara smudged. Her platinum hair lost its perfection. The spray-tanned skin flushed pink beneath the artificial bronze, a real response fighting through the manufactured surface.

“You’re dripping on my hand,” I told her. “Soaking the sheets. Your pussy is begging for this.”

“Yes — God yes — I need it, I’ve needed it for so long—”

She came on my fingers with a sob.

Not a moan. A sob. Her whole body seized, her cunt clamping rhythmically around my fingers, the contractions squeezing my knuckles as she rode the orgasm. Her back arched off the bed, her augmented tits thrust toward the ceiling, and she made a sound that was halfway between orgasm and grief — the noise of a woman who’d just remembered what pleasure felt like after years in a gilded desert. Her pussy gushed around my fingers, her arousal running down my wrist.

“I forgot,” she gasped, tears running down her temples into her hair. “I forgot what this — I forgot—”

“We’re not done.”

I stripped off my henley, my jeans, my boxers. My cock sprang free — hard, thick, the head swollen and already leaking precum. Her eyes dropped to it and widened. Not the clinical assessment of a woman being shown a tool for conception. Raw, female hunger that she probably hadn’t felt in a decade.

“You’re—” She swallowed. “That’s — Gerald was never—”

“Forget Gerald.”

I positioned myself between her spread thighs, my cock resting against her soaked slit. Her pussy lips kissed my shaft, smearing her arousal along my length. She was dripping — my fingers had opened her up, but I could feel her tightness even against my tip. Years without a real man between her legs. The ring on her left hand pressed cold against my shoulder as she gripped me.

“Tell me what you want.”

“I want—” She struggled. Eight years of answering to Gerald’s preferences, deferring to Gerald’s schedule, performing Gerald’s vision. “I want you inside me.”

“Why?”

“Because I need to feel something real.”

I notched my cockhead against her entrance and pushed.

The sound she made filled the room. A ragged moan that started low and climbed as my cock spread her open, her pussy stretching around my girth, her walls gripping me with a tightness that came from years of nothing and the sudden shock of everything. I sank into her inch by inch, feeling her heat, her wetness, her body welcoming me with a desperate clench — years of emptiness collapsing under the weight of being full again. I could feel every ridge and texture of her cunt as I pushed deeper, her body yielding but tight, resisting but wanting.

“Oh fuck.” Her eyes rolled back, showing white. “Oh — that’s — you’re so—”

“Deep.” I bottomed out, my hips flush against hers, my balls resting against her ass, my cock buried to the root inside another man’s wife. “Say it.”

“Deep.” She wrapped her tanned legs around my hips and locked her ankles, pulling me impossibly tighter. “So deep. Gerald never — no one has ever — I can feel you in my stomach—”

I pulled back until just my head remained inside her gripping pussy, then thrust. Hard.

She screamed. Raw. Animal. Eight years of polished, performed responses obliterated in a single sound that bounced off the Wellness Wing walls and probably reached the garden. Her nails raked my back hard enough to draw blood, her augmented tits bouncing with each impact — not the natural sway of Sofia’s breasts but a tighter, firmer bounce that was its own kind of visual. Her cunt squeezed my cock with each stroke, the walls rippling along my shaft, tight and wet and blazingly hot.

“You like that? You like being fucked properly?”

“Yes — God yes — harder — fuck me harder—”

I gave her harder. Gripped her hips — slim, gym-toned, Gerald’s personal trainer had done good work — and pounded into her with the intensity of a man who was very aware of the ring on her finger and very angry at the man who’d put it there without ever learning what it was supposed to mean. The wet slap of my hips against her thighs echoed through the room, mixing with her moans and the creaking of the bed.

“I’m going to put a baby in you,” I growled against her ear, my cock hammering into her soaked cunt. “Not a procedure. Not an embryo transfer. I’m going to fuck my cum so deep inside you that you’ll feel me for days. Going to breed this perfect pussy until you’re swollen with my child.”

“Yes — oh God yes — breed me—”

“Gerald’s going to raise my baby. Every time he looks at that kid, it’ll have my eyes. My blood. My seed planted so deep in your womb he’ll never touch it.”

She shattered.

Her orgasm hit like a wave — her whole body convulsing, her cunt clamping down on my cock in rhythmic pulses that milked my shaft, squeezing me so hard I had to grit my teeth to keep from losing it. She screamed my name — not Gerald’s, not “oh God,” not the generic sounds of clinical conception — my name, over and over, her legs locked around my hips, her nails drawing blood on my shoulders. Her pussy flooded with fresh wetness, her walls spasming around me, her whole body shaking through the peak.

“More,” she gasped when the first wave subsided, her chest heaving, her augmented tits sheened with sweat. “Don’t stop — please don’t stop — I need more—”

I flipped her onto her hands and knees. She went willingly, eagerly, arching her back to present herself, her gym-sculpted ass raised in the air. From behind, her body was a landscape of maintained perfection — the spray-tanned skin, the tight waist, the firm ass cheeks. But her pussy told a different story. Swollen, puffy lips glistening with arousal, my precum already mixed with her wetness, the whole mess dripping down her inner thigh. Real. Human. Desperate.

I gripped her hips and shoved back inside.

The angle was deeper this way. My cock hit places it hadn’t before, and she dropped to her elbows with a wail, face buried in the pillow, muffled screams escaping with every thrust. I watched my cock disappear into her body — another man’s wife, taking me to the balls, her pussy stretching around my thick shaft, her pink lips gripping me as I pulled back. The ring on her left hand pressed against the sheets, diamond facing down, hidden beneath her clenching fingers.

“Tell me,” I demanded, my hips slapping against her ass. “Tell me what Gerald can’t give you.”

“This.” Her voice was wrecked, fucked raw. “He can’t give me this. He can’t — he hasn’t been able to — three years of nothing and you’re so fucking big inside me—” She pushed back against me, meeting my thrusts with desperate snaps of her hips. “You’re the first man to fuck me like I’m worth fucking.”

“You’re worth more than he’ll ever understand.”

“Don’t—” She choked on a moan. “Don’t say things like that. Don’t make this more than—”

“It’s already more.”

I reached around and found her clit — swollen, throbbing, slick with our combined fluids. She bucked wildly, her ass slamming back against my hips, her cunt clenching around my cock. I rubbed her in tight circles while I pounded into her — steady, deep, relentless — and felt the orgasm building in her body like a gathering storm. Her walls started fluttering, her breath came in ragged gasps, her whole body trembling on the edge.

“I’m going to cum inside you,” I told her, my own release coiling at the base of my spine. “Deep. Right against your cervix. You’re going to carry my baby back to Gerald, and every time he looks at that child, it’ll be mine. My cum. My seed. My baby growing in your belly while you sleep in his bed.”

“Yes — God yes — fill me up — give me your cum, I need it, I’ve been empty for so fucking long—”

Her third orgasm pulled mine out of me. Her cunt clamped down on my cock so hard that the pressure broke my control — I slammed to the hilt and came, my balls drawing tight against her ass, my cock pulsing as I pumped thick rope after thick rope of cum deep into her body. I could feel each spurt — the first, the second, the third, the fourth — flooding her pussy, painting her walls, pooling against her cervix. Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. Gerald’s name on the screen. His wife’s cunt milking another man’s cock, drawing every drop of seed from my balls while the notification glowed three feet away.

She didn’t look at it. Her body was still working, still squeezing, still drawing every drop deeper — moaning at the sensation of cum inside her for the first time in years, hot and thick and purposeful. Her walls rippled around me in aftershocks while her husband’s check-in went unanswered. For the first time since arriving, she didn’t answer Gerald’s call.

I stayed inside her, still hard, still twitching. Kept her hips elevated the way I always did, giving my cum time to work, letting gravity pull it deeper. She collapsed beneath me, her face turned to the side, tears streaming across the pillow. Not sobbing. Just leaking. The overflow of years of nothing suddenly replaced by everything.

I pulled out slowly, my softening cock dragging along her sensitive walls. A thick stream of white cum followed, spilling from her stretched pussy, running in heavy rivulets down her inner thigh. Her body tried to hold me inside — her walls clenching, her hips tilting backward — an involuntary response from a body that had just remembered what it was for.

“That was—” She rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. The platinum hair was wrecked. The mascara was smeared. The spray tan showed its seams where sweat had worn through the artificial bronze, revealing pale patches of real skin at her temples and throat. The manufactured surface, cracked. “That wasn’t a procedure.”

“No.”

“That was—” She struggled. Lost. Found. “I don’t have words for what that was.”

The ring sat heavy on her finger as she lifted her hand to wipe her eyes. The diamond caught the lamplight, throwing small rainbows across the rumpled sheets. She stared at it — really stared, like she was seeing it for the first time. The engagement, the wedding, the eight years of performing Genevieve Harland, wife of Gerald. All of it compressed into a few carats of carbon and a band of platinum.

She didn’t take it off. She didn’t put it back on.

“When can we do that again?” she asked. Her voice was small. Honest. A woman asking for herself, not executing Gerald’s plan.

“Tomorrow. If you want.”

“I want.” She said it with a certainty that surprised them both. “I want.”

I left her in the Wellness Wing with my cum leaking from her pussy and Gerald’s phone buzzing unanswered on the nightstand.

At the door, I turned back. She lay on the rumpled sheets, one hand on her lower belly, staring at the ring on her other hand.

It had stayed on the whole time.


Chapter 5: Two Mothers’ Milk

Catherine noticed the dampness during morning coffee.

She was mid-sip, reading something on her phone — probably the commitment ceremony venue research she’d been obsessing over since the household meeting — when she paused. Looked down. Set the mug on the table with careful precision.

A wet spot had bloomed on the front of her linen blouse. Left side. Right where her nipple pressed against the fabric. Small, but spreading.

I watched her CEO brain activate in real time. Her gray-green eyes narrowed. She assessed the stain with the same analytical intensity she’d once brought to quarterly earnings reports — calculating the timeline, cross-referencing with her pregnancy week, running the numbers. Seventeen and a half weeks. Colostrum onset typically occurred between sixteen and twenty-two weeks. She was within normal parameters.

Then the CEO brain shut off and the scared-first-time-mother brain took over.

“Sofia?” Her voice was carefully controlled but pitched higher than usual. “Could I talk to you? In private?”

Sofia looked up from the stove, her brown eyes reading Catherine’s expression with the maternal radar she’d developed over seventeen weeks of pregnancy ahead of everyone else. She saw the damp spot. Her expression shifted — territorial first, a flash of that’s my thing with Nathan, then sympathetic as she registered Catherine’s barely concealed panic.

“Come,” Sofia said, wiping her hands on her apron. “Milk room.”

I started to follow, but Sofia held up a hand. “Not yet, papi. Girl talk first.”

She led Catherine down the hall toward the converted linen closet that served as Sofia’s private domain — the milk room, with its padded chair and the hospital-grade pump gathering dust in the corner since I’d taken over manually weeks ago. The door closed behind them, and I heard the low murmur of Spanish-accented English explaining things that no pregnancy book could adequately convey.

I poured more coffee and waited.

Helena appeared at the kitchen doorway, dressed in linen slacks and one of the flowing blouses she seemed to own in every neutral color. Her strawberry-silver hair was down this morning, falling in soft waves to her shoulders. She looked at the hallway where Catherine and Sofia had disappeared, then at me.

“Catherine’s milk came in,” I said.

A shadow crossed Helena’s face. Quick. Complex. Her hand drifted to her own flat stomach — the reflex I’d noticed before, the unconscious gesture toward a fertility she no longer possessed. She caught herself, pulled the hand away, and tucked it into her pocket.

“That’s wonderful for her,” Helena said. Real warmth in her voice. And underneath it, something else. An echo that sounded like distance. “Sofia will be a good teacher.”

“You want coffee?”

“I think I’ll take mine in the garden.” She poured a cup with steady hands, added cream, and carried it through the back door without looking at me again.

I watched her cross the deck and descend the steps to the garden path. She moved with the same quiet grace as always — unhurried, deliberate, like a woman who knew exactly where she was going. She stopped at the rose beds. Margot’s roses, blooming heavy in the late-spring warmth. She knelt among them, coffee balanced on the stone edge of the raised bed, and began deadheading spent blooms with her bare hands.

Through the kitchen window, I could see her lips moving. Talking to the flowers, or to herself, or to the ghost of the woman who’d planted them years before I’d ever set foot in this house.



Twenty minutes later, Sofia opened the milk room door and beckoned.

As I came down the hallway, I caught movement at the far end — a silhouette pulling back around the corner. Linen and strawberry-silver hair. Helena. She must have come in from the garden. I didn’t know how long she’d been standing there, listening to the murmur of Sofia’s voice coaching Catherine through something she would never need to learn herself. By the time I looked again, the hallway was empty. The back door clicked shut, soft and deliberate.

“She needs you,” Sofia said. Her voice was soft, the territorial edge dissolved. “She’s scared and she won’t admit it because she’s Catherine and she doesn’t admit things.”

I found Catherine in the padded chair, her blouse unbuttoned, a nursing pad pressed against her left breast. Her gray-green eyes were bright — not with tears, exactly, but with the surface tension of them. The vulnerability she usually kept locked behind boardroom composure was raw and visible.

“It just started leaking,” she said. “During coffee. Like Sofia’s did, but less — it’s barely anything, but it won’t stop, and the pads aren’t—” She broke off, frustration cracking her voice. “I built a company from nothing. I negotiated billion-dollar mergers. And I’m sitting in a converted linen closet crying because my nipple is leaking.”

“Your body is making food for our baby.” I knelt beside the chair. “That’s not weakness. That’s your body working.”

“Sofia’s been leaking for weeks. She makes it look easy.”

“Sofia’s been doing this three weeks longer than you. And I promise you, the first morning wasn’t easy for her either.” I could still remember finding Sofia crying at the kitchen sink, her nightgown soaked through, convinced something was wrong. The same terror Catherine felt now, expressed through different defenses.

“Show me,” I said. “Let me see.”

Catherine pulled the nursing pad away. Her left breast — smaller than Sofia’s, a B-cup that had swollen slightly with pregnancy but remained modest compared to the household average — was flushed pink. The nipple was darker than it had been months ago, engorged and damp. A thin bead of pale liquid clung to the tip, trembling with her breathing.

“Does it hurt?”

“No. It just — it tingles. Like a letdown, but I’ve never had a letdown before, so I don’t know—”

“Sofia?”

Sofia appeared in the doorway. She’d been hovering, I realized. Not from jealousy this time, but from the maternal instinct that had been amplifying since her own pregnancy began. She looked at Catherine’s exposed breast, at the colostrum beading on her nipple, and her expression softened completely.

“It’s early milk,” Sofia said, moving into the room. “Same as mine was. Thin. Sweet. Your body is testing the system.” She pulled up a stool next to Catherine and, without hesitation, demonstrated on herself — tugging her peasant blouse aside to free one of her massive G-cups. The breast swung heavy and full, the dark nipple already beading with established milk. She cupped it from beneath, supporting the weight, and pressed with her thumb and forefinger in a practiced rolling motion. A thin stream of white arced from her nipple, splashing against her forearm.

“Like this,” she said. “You have to press behind the areola, not the nipple itself. Feel for the ducts.”

Catherine watched with CEO-level focus. She cupped her own breast — smaller, paler, trembling slightly — and tried the same motion. Nothing. Tried again. A single drop formed and fell.

“Patience,” Sofia said. “It took me a week to get the letdown consistent. Your body will catch up.”

“What if it doesn’t?”

Sofia’s brown eyes met Catherine’s gray-green ones. For a moment, the hierarchy dissolved — the territorial kitchen queen and the first-wife CEO, stripped down to two pregnant women sharing an experience no one else in their lives could understand.

“It will,” Sofia said. Then, softer: “You’re not alone in this. I know what it feels like.”

Catherine reached for Sofia’s hand. Sofia took it. Their fingers interlaced across the space between them, and the room changed around them — a border dissolving, a competition ending, a sisterhood forming in the space where rivalry had been.

“Nathan can help,” Sofia said, glancing at me. “His mouth — the stimulation triggers the letdown faster than hand expression. That’s how mine started really flowing.”

Catherine looked at me. The vulnerability was still there, but underneath it, desire. Trust. The same expressions that had transformed her from an ice-queen CEO into the woman who slept beside me and read baby-name books.

“Would you—”

“Come here.” I lifted her from the chair and carried her to the daybed pushed against the far wall — added when the milk room became less about pumping and more about intimacy. Catherine was light in my arms, her bump pressing against my chest, her bare breast brushing my neck.

Sofia followed, already pulling her blouse over her head. Her massive tits swung free — heavy, full, the dark nipples already leaking from the demonstration. Her pregnant belly curved outward, round and firm, her wide hips swaying as she climbed onto the daybed beside us. The thin gold chain she always wore caught between her breasts, the pendant nestled in the deep cleavage.

I laid Catherine down first. She looked up at me from the pillows, her chestnut hair fanning out, her freckles visible in the soft light. One breast bare and leaking. The other still covered by the unbuttoned blouse. I pushed the fabric aside and exposed both — her B-cups, swollen slightly with pregnancy, the nipples darker and more sensitive than they’d been months ago. Modest compared to Sofia’s abundance, but beautiful. Mine.

Sofia settled beside Catherine, their bodies side by side on the narrow daybed. The contrast was striking — Sofia’s caramel skin against Catherine’s paler complexion, Sofia’s massive G-cups against Catherine’s smaller pair, Sofia’s obvious seventeen-week bump against Catherine’s matching one. Two pregnant women carrying my children, both beginning to produce the milk that would feed them.

I leaned down and took Catherine’s nipple into my mouth.

She gasped — sharp, sudden, her hand flying to the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair. The nipple was swollen, darker than it had been months ago, and when I sucked gently, I felt the tissue respond beneath my tongue. The colostrum was thin and sweet, barely a taste, nothing like Sofia’s established flow. But it was there — Catherine’s body producing its first milk while I drew it out with patient suction, my tongue circling the engorged tip.

“Oh—” Her voice broke. “That’s — I can feel it. The letdown. It’s—”

I sucked harder, hollowing my cheeks, my lips sealed around her areola. A thin stream trickled across my tongue — pale, sweet, warm, the taste of new motherhood. Catherine shuddered, her back arching off the daybed, her hands tangling in my hair and pulling me tighter against her breast. The sensation was clearly overwhelming — new, intimate, the act of nursing connected to physical pleasure in ways she hadn’t anticipated. I could see her thighs pressing together, the linen of her dress darkening between her legs as arousal mixed with the unfamiliar letdown.

“Switch,” Sofia said. There was something husky in her voice, her brown eyes dark and glazed with desire. She lifted her left breast — heavy, full, the established weight of weeks of milk production, the dark nipple already beading with white — and offered it to me.

I released Catherine’s nipple with a wet pop, watching the thin trail of colostrum run down her breast to pool in the hollow of her collarbone, and turned to Sofia.

The difference was immediate. Sofia’s milk let down the moment my mouth closed over her swollen nipple — a warm rush flooding my mouth, sweet and rich, the taste I’d become addicted to over the past weeks. Her massive G-cup pressed against my face as I drank from her, the sheer volume of flesh surrounding me, soft and warm and heavy, her hard nipple pulsing against my tongue as milk sprayed in steady streams. She moaned — low, guttural, the sound she made when pleasure hit her in the chest — and her hand found the back of my head, pulling me tighter, smothering me in her tit.

“That’s it, papi,” she breathed. “Drink from me. Take what you need.”

I nursed from Sofia while reaching for Catherine. My hand found her pussy through the linen of her dress — soaked, her arousal having pooled until the fabric was dark and clinging to her lips. I pushed the hem up her thighs and slid my fingers through her wet folds, finding her swollen clit, circling it while I drank from Sofia’s breast. Catherine cried out, her hips bucking against my hand, her own thin milk dripping from her neglected nipple down the curve of her breast.

“Nathan—” Catherine’s voice broke apart on my name. “I need — please — I need more—”

“Patience.” I released Sofia’s nipple with a wet pop. A thin stream of milk arced from the engorged tip, white against her caramel skin, before running down the dark swell of her breast to her pregnant belly where it pooled in her navel. “Sofia first.”

I pulled Sofia onto my lap. She came eagerly, straddling me, her thick thighs gripping my hips, her dripping massive tits level with my face. I shoved my jeans down and freed my cock — hard enough to ache, the head swollen and dark, throbbing against the soaked heat of her pussy — and she reached between us, wrapped her fingers around my shaft, and guided me to her entrance. She sank down with a moan that vibrated through both our bodies, taking me to the balls in one smooth slide.

“Fuck,” I groaned. Sofia’s pregnant pussy was different now — tighter in some ways, swollen with increased blood flow, every wall and ridge hypersensitive. She gripped my cock like a hot, wet fist, her internal muscles clenching and releasing with the rhythm she’d perfected over months of riding me. I could feel her cervix kissing my tip, her walls rippling along my shaft.

She rolled her hips, slow and deliberate, her massive tits swaying in my face, heavy and full. I took her left nipple into my mouth and sucked hard. The milk let down immediately, flooding my mouth, running down my chin and dripping onto my chest as she rode me. Her moans mixed with the wet sounds of nursing, of skin on skin, of her dripping pussy sliding up and down my shaft with obscene squelching sounds.

“Catherine,” I said against Sofia’s breast, milk running down my chin. “Come here.”

Catherine moved behind me, pressing her body against my back. I felt her bump against my spine, her bare breasts against my shoulders, her colostrum dampening my skin with warm wetness. She leaned over my shoulder, and I turned my head to capture her nipple — her smaller, newer breast, the thin milk just beginning to flow. I sucked gently, coaxing, and felt the letdown strengthen against my tongue.

Two women. Two sets of milk. Sofia riding my cock, her established supply flooding my mouth when I turned to her massive tit, while Catherine’s new, tentative colostrum trickled from the other side. I alternated — Sofia’s heavy breast, rich and flowing, then Catherine’s tender nipple, coaxing the letdown with gentle suction, both of them moaning as I drank from their bodies.

Sofia’s hips accelerated, her thick thighs flexing as she bounced on my cock. Her cunt clenched around me as her orgasm built, her walls rippling, her milk spraying in thin arcs that painted my chest white as she fucked herself on my shaft. Her pregnant belly pressed against mine, and I dropped my hands from her breasts to cup the warm, taut curve of her bump. The skin was smooth and stretched, her navel beginning to flatten, the weight of our child filling my palms. I held her there — both hands cradling the swell of her belly — and she slowed her rhythm, grinding deep, watching my face as I worshipped what we’d made. Behind me, Catherine pressed closer, and I felt her bump too, smaller but firm against my lower back. Two pregnant bellies against my body, the physical proof of everything this place had become.

“Look at you,” I murmured against Sofia’s throat, my cock throbbing inside her. “Both of you. Carrying my children. Leaking milk for me. Nothing in the world more beautiful than this.”

Sofia’s eyes went liquid. She rolled her hips, slow and deep, my hands still on her belly, my cock grinding against her cervix. “Cum in me,” she demanded, her voice breaking. “I know I’m already pregnant but I need it — I need your cum inside me, I need to feel you fill me up—”

“Not yet.” I was holding on by a thread. Sofia’s pregnant pussy was milking my cock the way I was milking her breast — rhythmic, insistent, drawing me deeper, her walls squeezing in waves along my shaft. I turned to Catherine’s nipple and sucked hard, my cheeks hollowing. She cried out, her fingers digging into my shoulders hard enough to bruise, and I felt her milk release — stronger this time, a real letdown, thin warm colostrum flowing across my tongue.

“It’s coming,” Catherine gasped. “Oh God, it’s really coming — I can feel it — the milk, the sensation, everything at once—”

“Good girl.” The praise I knew she needed. She whimpered against my neck, her nipple pulsing against my tongue, and I felt her body shudder with an orgasm triggered purely by the nursing — her pussy clenching against nothing, her thighs squeezing together behind me, a quiet scream muffled against my shoulder as she came just from having her new milk sucked from her body.

Sofia saw it. Heard it. Their eyes met across my shoulder — recognition, understanding, the shared knowledge of pleasure they’d both found with the same man, nursing him, riding him, coming for him.

“Together,” Sofia said, and it wasn’t competitive. It was an offering. She reached over my shoulder and cupped Catherine’s breast — gently, the first time they’d touched each other this way, her brown hand on Catherine’s pale skin. She pressed Catherine’s dripping nipple toward my mouth while offering her own massive tit, and I nursed from both simultaneously, my tongue working between them, milk mixing — Sofia’s rich and established, Catherine’s thin and new — as Sofia’s pussy rode my cock to the edge, her walls fluttering, her moans building.

I broke.

My orgasm tore through me, my cock pulsing deep inside Sofia’s pregnant body. I pumped into her with guttural groans, each spurt flooding her already-pregnant womb with hot cum while I drank from her spraying breast, the contractions of my orgasm triggering her own — she screamed, throwing her head back, her cunt clamping down in rhythmic waves that milked every drop from my cock. Her milk sprayed harder in response, hitting my face, running down her swollen belly to where our bodies joined, mixing with the cum that leaked from where I was still buried inside her.

Catherine held us from behind. Her thin colostrum dripped down my back in warm rivulets. Her tears dripped onto my shoulder — happy tears, overwhelmed tears, the tears of a woman who’d just shared something profound with the person she’d been subconsciously competing with for months.

We collapsed together on the daybed. Three bodies tangled, two pregnant bellies pressed against me from different angles, two sets of milk drying on my skin. Sofia’s head on my chest, her massive tits still leaking, my cum dripping from her well-fucked pussy onto my thigh. Catherine curled against my side, her smaller breasts tender and damp, still pulsing with the echo of her nursing orgasm.

“Thank you,” Catherine whispered to Sofia. “For teaching me.”

Sofia reached across my chest and squeezed Catherine’s hand. “We’re in this together now, mamita. The milk club.”

“The milk club.” Catherine laughed wetly. “That’s what we’re calling it?”

“My club, my name.” But Sofia was smiling, her territorial edge softened into affection. Bonding. Sisterhood. Connection forged through shared milk and the man between them.

I held them both, feeling my cum leaking from Sofia’s pussy onto my thigh, feeling Catherine’s colostrum drying on my shoulder, feeling the weight of two pregnant bodies and the lives growing inside them.



An hour later, I found Helena in the garden.

She sat on the stone bench between Margot’s rose bushes, her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around them. The posture was uncharacteristic — Helena was always composed, always poised, the elegant Crawford matriarch with her careful composure. But here, alone among the flowers, she looked smaller. Younger. Almost lost.

Her hand was on her stomach. She wasn’t pulling it away this time. She was just holding it — palm flat, fingers spread, pressing against the place where nothing would ever grow.

She heard me approach and straightened, the composure returning so quickly it might have been an optical illusion.

“Beautiful day for the garden,” she said. Smooth. Easy. Her practiced calm restored.

“I saw you in the hallway.”

A flicker in her composure. Quick. Controlled. “I came back for a warmer cup. Heard voices. Decided not to interrupt.”

“And came out here instead.”

Her green eyes held mine. For a moment — just a moment — the composure thinned enough that I could see through it. Pain. Specifically, the kind of pain that comes from watching other people possess the one thing you can’t have.

“The roses are doing well,” she said, deflecting with practiced grace. “Excellent rootstock. These David Austins will bloom until October if they’re properly pruned.”

“Helena—”

“Margot planted these.” Helena touched a bloom — pale pink, heavy-petaled, nodding on its stem. The name landed between us with a weight that didn’t match its casual delivery. “She had a vision for this place. You plant something, you tend it, and you trust the roots to do their work. Even if you’re not around to see it flower.” She looked at the inn, at the windows glowing with warmth and life. “This place has good roots.”

I opened my mouth to ask how she’d known Margot well enough to call her by name, to know what she’d planted. Helena stood, brushing soil from her linen pants, and the question died against the wall of her composure.

“Look at what’s bloomed.”

She walked back toward the house without waiting for a response. Her stride was steady, her posture impeccable. But I’d seen her on that bench. Seen her hand on her stomach. Seen the thing she was hiding behind composed smiles and garden metaphors.


Chapter 6: Smirk

Dani walked into the Wellness Wing like she was entering a dentist’s office she’d already decided to hate.

“Let’s do this.” She dropped into the chair across from the bed and crossed her arms, combat boots planted wide, thick thighs spreading in the ripped black jeans. “Where do you want me?”

She’d dressed for a transaction. The same cropped band tee — some metal act I didn’t recognize, the logo faded and cracked — that showed the pale strip of tattooed midriff between the frayed hem and her waistband. Heavy DD-cups hung braless under the thin fabric, the weight of them shifting as she settled into the chair. I could see the faint outline of the barbell piercings through the cotton. Her violet-streaked hair fell across one eye, the shaved side of her head pale and close-cropped.

She expected to bend over a table. Collect genetics. Leave. She’d laid it out during intake — twenty-nine, single mother by choice, investigated sperm banks, hated the clinical anonymity, found Willow Creek through an alternative fertility forum. She wanted a kid on her own terms with genetics she could evaluate in person. Not looking for a partner. Not looking for a connection. Not looking for anything she’d have to feel afterward.

“Sit down first,” I said.

“I’m sitting.”

“In the chair by the bed. Not the waiting room chair.”

Her eyes narrowed — dark brown, heavy-lined, sharp enough to cut. She was reading me, the way she’d been reading everyone at the inn since she arrived. Looking for the angle. The hustle. The moment when the mask would drop and the fetishization would begin.

She moved to the other chair. The combat boots were loud on the floor — deliberate, each step a statement. She sat. Crossed her arms again. Waited.

I poured her a glass of water.

“I don’t need—”

“Drink the water, Dani.”

She took it. Drank. Her posture adjusted microscopically — not softer, but less rigid. The combat stance dialing down one notch. Someone had offered her something without an agenda, and her system didn’t know how to process it.

“Tell me what you want.”

“I told Linda what I want. It’s in the file.”

“The file says you want to conceive. I’m asking what you want from this.” I gestured between us. “From the actual experience of being here. With me.”

“I want to not have it be weird.” The words came fast, blunt, stripped of the sarcasm she used as armor. A flash of honesty before she caught herself and reinstalled the defensive half-smile. “Most guys either want to worship the aesthetic or run from it. I just want someone who treats me like a person who happens to have tattoos, not a person who is tattoos.”

“I fixed your window.”

“Yeah.”

“Did I mention the tattoos?”

“No.”

“Did I get weird?”

“No.”

“Then maybe stop waiting for it.”

She stared at me. The smirk faltered — just for a moment, the dark lipstick curving into something less certain, the lip ring glinting as her expression shifted. Then it was back, reinforced, double-layered.

“Fine. So we’re doing this like normal people?”

“We’re doing this like two adults who respect each other.”

“Respect.” She tested the word. “That’s a new one.”

“Is it?”

“In my experience.” The answer was quieter than she probably intended. She covered it immediately — uncrossing her arms, pulling the band tee over her head in one motion. “Okay, stud farmer. Let’s get started.”

The sight of her stopped my breath.

I’d seen bodies — Sofia’s voluptuous abundance, Catherine’s lean elegance, Astrid’s athletic perfection, the Countess’s aristocratic lines. Viv’s manufactured trophy-wife precision. Each one beautiful in a way I’d learned to appreciate and worship.

Dani was a different category altogether.

She sat before me in a black bralette that was more decoration than support, her heavy DD-cups straining the thin straps. Natural. Completely, undeniably natural — the way they sat lower than Viv’s augmented pair, the way they moved when she breathed, the heavy sway as she shifted in the chair. Large dark nipples pressed against the fabric, and through it, the glint of metal — barbell piercings, silver against dark skin. Her tattoo sleeves extended from wrists to shoulders, botanical skulls and tangled flowers in black and gray with occasional pops of violet. The ink continued across her chest — a sternum piece I hadn’t seen before, mandala-style, disappearing into the bralette.

My eyes traveled down. Soft belly that she made no effort to suck in or hide. Pale skin decorated with more ink — hip tattoos visible above the waistband of the ripped jeans, the designs continuing beneath the denim to territory I hadn’t seen yet. Her waist curved into wide hips, her thighs spreading in the chair, the ripped jeans clinging to the mass of them.

Not slim. Not athletic. Not sculpted by trainers or maintained by diets. Thick. Unapologetically, undeniably thick, in a way that no woman at Willow Creek had been.

“You’re staring,” she said. But her voice was different — less hostile, more watchful. Waiting for the verdict.

“Yeah. I am.”

“And?”

“Take the rest off.”

She held my gaze for a beat. Her dark eyes betrayed a flash of surprise — that the command was delivered without commentary about what she looked like. No you’re so exotic or I’ve never been with a girl like you. Just: take the rest off.

She stood and peeled the jeans down her thick legs. No easy task — they clung to her thighs and ass like they’d been painted on, and freeing herself from them required a shimmy that made everything bounce. Underneath: black boy shorts that clung to the most prominent ass I’d ever seen. Not just round — prominent. The kind of ass that announced itself, that changed the geometry of any room it entered. Each cheek was a heavy, perfect sphere that strained the fabric to its limit.

She unhooked the bralette and let it fall.

Her breasts dropped free — heavy natural DD-cups that swung with the release, settling against her chest with the weight of real tissue. Large dark nipples, puffy and wide, each pierced with a silver barbell that winked against the dark areolae. The piercings made the nipples stand out further, proud and decorated. When she breathed, her tits rose and fell with genuine mass — no silicone, no surgeon, just the body she’d been given, thick and full.

The tattoos were everywhere. The sleeve work continued across her shoulders, connecting to the chest piece I’d glimpsed. On her left hip, a snake coiled through flowers. Her right thigh showed the beginning of something elaborate — a tree, maybe, its roots disappearing toward her inner thigh. On her back — she turned, showing me — an entire garden spread from shoulder blade to hip. Black and gray with hints of color. Skulls hidden among the blooms. Beautiful work. Someone talented had spent hundreds of hours on her skin.

“The back piece took three years,” she said over her shoulder, catching me looking. “Fifty sessions.”

“It’s incredible.”

“It’s me.” She turned back, standing in nothing but the boy shorts, her thick body on full display. Arms at her sides. She simply existed in her skin, illustrated and unashamed — no pose, no performance, just presence.

I crossed to her.

She tensed when I reached out — expecting the grab, the grope, the crude handling she probably got from men who saw the tattoos and piercings and assumed she was rough trade. Instead, I touched the snake on her hip. Traced the line of it with one calloused finger — a carpenter’s finger following ink on pale skin. I felt her shiver, felt the goosebumps rise along the tattoo’s path.

“What’s this one?”

“Ouroboros variant. My first tattoo. I was nineteen.”

I traced the curve of the snake down to where it disappeared beneath the waistband of her boy shorts. My finger dipped just below the fabric line, brushing the soft swell of her hip, and Dani’s breath hitched. Not a dramatic gasp — a small, involuntary sound that the curl at her lips tried to cover and couldn’t.

“And this?” I touched the sternum piece, my fingers moving up between her breasts, feeling the heat radiating from her skin.

“Mandala. For balance.” Her voice had lost its cutting edge. The sarcasm was still there, but it had thinned to a veneer. “Which is ironic, because I’m the least balanced person I know.”

My hands found her breasts. Cupped them from beneath, feeling the heavy weight of them — full, natural, warm, easily overflowing my palms. So different from Viv’s augmented firmness. Dani’s tits filled my hands and spilled over, the flesh yielding, soft, responsive, swaying with every breath. When I thumbed her right nipple, the barbell piercing rolled under my touch, and she hissed — a sharp intake through her teeth, her eyes narrowing, her back arching.

“Sensitive?”

“The piercings make everything — fuck — more intense.” She was fighting for composure. The attitude was gone, replaced by something raw and unguarded. “I usually — with most guys — it’s fast. In and out. Nobody takes the time to—”

“I’m not most guys.”

“No shit.” It came out breathless.

I lowered my mouth to her left breast. Took the pierced nipple between my lips, feeling the silver barbell click against my teeth. The metal was warm from her body heat — smooth steel against my tongue, the industrial contrast of the piercing against soft, yielding flesh. I flicked the barbell gently with my tongue and she arched into me, her hands flying to the back of my head, her thick thighs pressing together. The metal amplified every sensation — I could feel her nipple swelling harder around the bar, her heavy breast trembling against my face, her breath catching in her throat.

“Fuck—” Her guard cracked. Surprise — pure, unscripted surprise. She hadn’t expected to feel anything. “That’s — holy shit, nobody’s ever—”

I sucked hard, pulling her nipple deep into my mouth, my tongue rolling the barbell, tugging gently with my lips. She moaned — an actual moan, not a sarcastic sound effect — and her fingers tightened in my hair. I switched to the other breast. Same response — the piercing acting as a conductor, channeling every flick and suck straight to her core, making her gasp and grip my hair and press her thick thighs together against the growing wetness. Her heavy tits pressed against my face, one in each hand, the large dark nipples hard and decorated with silver, her breathing going ragged.

I pulled back and looked at her. The smirk was gone. The heavy eyeliner was smudged where she’d squeezed her eyes shut. The dark lipstick was intact but the mouth wearing it had softened, the lip ring trembling slightly. She looked confused. Aroused. Completely off-balance.

“Bed,” I said.

She went without a smart remark. First time for everything.

I stripped while she lay back on the sheets, my cock springing free — hard, thick, straining toward her. Her dark eyes dropped to it and widened slightly before she caught herself. Her illustrated body sprawled against the white cotton — a canvas of ink and fair skin and silver piercings. Her thick thighs fell open as I pulled the boy shorts down her legs, revealing the rest of the tattoo on her right thigh — the tree roots extending to her inner thigh, framing the swell of her pussy like a frame around artwork. She was already wet, her dark lips glistening, swollen with arousal, a small patch of neatly trimmed dark hair above them. Arousal had already begun to leak from her slit, a thin trail of wetness running down toward her ass.

I settled between her thick legs. The weight of her thighs on my shoulders was different — heavier, stronger, warm and soft in a way that the lean legs of Catherine or the athletic legs of Astrid never were. Dani’s thighs pressed against the sides of my head like warm pillows, her calves crossing behind my back, her soft flesh surrounding me.

The first touch of my tongue on her clit made her hips jolt off the bed.

“Is that all you—”

I shifted angle, pressed my tongue flat against her swollen clit, and sucked hard.

The sentence died.

Whatever sarcastic dismissal she’d been loading evaporated in a sound that started as a moan and cracked into shocked laughter. Her hands found my hair, gripping hard enough to hurt, and her thick thighs clamped around my head as I buried my face in her cunt. She tasted like salt and want and something dark — not perfumed, not waxed to sterile smoothness, just her, musky and real and dripping. I worked my tongue through her folds, lapping at her wetness, finding the spots that made her breath catch, the ones that made her hips roll and grind against my face.

“Oh — fuck — that’s not—” She was trying to talk. Trying to maintain the sarcasm, the distance, the protective layer of irony she wore like the tattoos. But my tongue was taking it apart stroke by stroke. I slid two fingers inside her — tight, soaking hot, her walls gripping immediately — and curled them upward, finding the textured patch that made her stop trying to speak altogether. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, her juices running down my wrist.

She came fast and hard. Her thick thighs crushed my head between them, her cunt clamping around my fingers in rhythmic pulses, her back arching off the bed, her heavy tits bouncing with the force of it. The orgasm ripped a sound out of her that was nothing like the guarded, sarcastic woman who’d walked in — raw, high, shocked, almost a scream. She hadn’t expected it. Hadn’t expected to feel anything beyond the transaction. Her pussy gushed against my chin, her fingers nearly tearing out my hair.

I didn’t let her recover.

“Hands and knees.”

She moved — dazed, her thick body rearranging on the mattress, her heavy tits swaying with the motion. On all fours, her ass was a revelation. Two heavy, round globes that filled my vision, pale skin decorated with ink, the flesh jiggling as she adjusted her position. I gripped both cheeks, spreading them, feeling the sheer mass of her — thick, grabbable, impossibly full in my hands. My fingers sank deep into the soft flesh, watching her pussy and asshole come into view, both glistening, her cunt still dripping from the orgasm I’d just given her.

“God, your ass.” I didn’t filter it. Didn’t package it. Just the raw appreciation of a man confronted with something magnificent. “Fucking incredible.”

“It’s my best feature.” That defensive curl tried to return at the corner of her mouth. Failed. Her voice was too breathless, too raw. “According to the internet, anyway.”

I traced the tattoo vine that curved over her left hip, following the ink down to where it met the crease of her thick thigh. My work-roughened hands on her illustrated skin — tan calluses on pale ink, the visual contrast making my cock throb and leak precum.

“Ready?”

“Since I walked in the door, stud farmer.”

I pressed the swollen head of my cock against her dripping entrance and pushed.

Her pussy was tight — not the years-of-disuse tightness of Viv, but the natural, muscular grip of a thick body, her walls pressing in from every angle, squeezing my shaft as I sank into her. She was soaking from the orgasm, and I slid in deep on the first stroke, feeling her heat envelope me, her body taking every inch to the balls without resistance but with a pressure that made my jaw clench and my toes curl.

The sound she made was low. Guttural. Not a scream or a gasp — a deep, satisfied groan that vibrated through her whole body. Her massive ass pressed back against my hips, the soft flesh cushioning the impact, heavy and warm and perfect.

I pulled back until just my head remained inside her gripping cunt, then thrust deep. Her ass rippled with the impact, the heavy cheeks bouncing against my hips with a wet smack. The sensation was different from any woman I’d been with — the sheer volume of her ass absorbing the thrust, the soft belly pressing against my thighs when I leaned forward, the weight of her tits swaying beneath her like pendulums.

“Harder,” she said. No sarcasm now. Direct. Honest. Her voice rough with need. “I can take it.”

I grabbed her wide hips and gave her harder. Deep, punishing strokes that made her thick body rock forward on the mattress, her magnificent ass slapping against my hips with a wet, obscene sound that filled the room. Her heavy breasts swung beneath her, the pierced nipples dragging across the sheets, the barbells catching the fabric. Her back piece undulated with every thrust — the garden on her skin moving, the skulls grinning among the flowers, the art alive on the body I was fucking.

“Your pussy is unreal,” I groaned, watching my cock disappear between her pale ass cheeks, emerging slick with her juices. “So fucking tight around me. Gripping my cock like you never want to let go.”

She didn’t answer. Couldn’t. The sarcasm was offline. Whatever smart remark she’d been composing had been obliterated by the angle — I was hitting deep, the swollen head of my cock pressing against her cervix with every thrust, my hips flush against that incredible ass, my balls slapping against her clit. Her moans came in bursts, raw and unfiltered, mixing with the wet percussion of our bodies and the obscene squelch of her soaked pussy.

I reached beneath her and found her clit — swollen, throbbing, soaked with her arousal and my precum. She bucked — hard, her cunt clenching around me like a fist — and I rubbed her in tight circles while I pounded into her from behind.

“Come for me,” I said.

“I don’t — take orders—” But her voice was shaking, breaking apart.

“That wasn’t an order. It was permission.”

Her second orgasm hit different from the first — deeper, slower, a rolling wave instead of a sharp peak. I felt it start in her walls, a rhythmic clenching that intensified with each stroke, her pussy tightening around my cock until the pressure was almost unbearable, her body trying to milk me even as I kept fucking her through it. She buried her face in the pillow and screamed into it — muffled, raw, shocked by what her own body was doing. Her thick thighs trembled. Her magnificent ass clenched. Her cunt spasmed around me in waves.

The smirk didn’t come back. Something else surfaced in its place. Presence. She was genuinely, fully there — in her body, in this moment, with me. The front had dropped without her permission, and she hadn’t rushed to rebuild it. Just Dani. Real and raw and shaking with aftershocks.

I was close. Her ass in my hands, thick and heavy and rolling with every thrust. Her pussy milking me with aftershock clenches. The view — her tattooed back piece, her violet-streaked hair disheveled against the pillow, the sheer overwhelming mass of her body beneath me, her heavy tits pressed flat against the mattress.

“I’m going to cum inside you,” I told her, my voice rough. “Deep. Right against your womb. That’s why you’re here.”

“Do it.” No sarcasm. No irony. Just Dani, stripped bare, wanting what she’d come for. “Give it to me. Fill me up.”

I gripped her wide hips hard enough to leave bruises on the pale skin between the ink, pulled her back against me until her ass was flush with my pelvis, and came.

The orgasm crashed through me like a wave. I buried myself to the balls and pumped into her — thick, hot ropes of cum flooding her pussy, my cock pulsing against her tight walls with each spurt. I groaned through clenched teeth, my fingers digging into the soft flesh of her ass, feeling my seed fill her body. One spurt. Two. Three. Four. She gasped at the sensation — warmth spreading deep inside her, the unmistakable feeling of being bred — and her pussy clenched one more time, a final rhythmic squeeze that drew every last drop from my twitching cock, milking me until I was empty.

I stayed inside her, still half-hard. Let my cum settle. Felt it begin to leak around my shaft, a thick white stream dripping down her inner thigh to soak the sheets. Her body held me — not desperately like Viv, not possessively like Sofia — but with a quiet grip that said I didn’t expect this.

We separated slowly, my cock sliding free with a wet sound. A thick glob of cum followed, spilling from her well-fucked pussy, running down toward her clit. She rolled onto her back, her heavy tits settling against her chest, jiggling with the movement, her soft belly rising and falling with deep breaths. Her illustrated skin was flushed beneath the ink — pink patches visible on her chest, her neck, her cheeks where the arousal had broken through. The heavy eyeliner was ruined, smudged around her eyes. The dark lipstick was smeared across her chin. The lip ring trembled as she exhaled.

“So,” she said. The word came out scraped raw, stripped of everything she usually wrapped it in.

I waited for the joke. The sarcasm. The deflection.

“So,” she said again. And nothing followed.

No smart remark. No ironic distance. Just a woman lying in the aftermath of something she hadn’t planned for, my cum leaking from her pussy, her body humming with the echo of orgasms she hadn’t expected to have.

I traced the tattoo on her hip. The ouroboros — her first piece, age nineteen. My calloused finger followed the snake’s coils in silence. She didn’t pull away. Didn’t make a joke. Just lay there, feeling my carpenter’s hands on her illustrated skin, her dark eyes staring at the ceiling with an expression she probably didn’t recognize.

“Same time tomorrow?” I asked.

The dark lipstick twitched at the corner of her mouth — the expression summoned by instinct, the reflex she’d honed since adolescence: keep them laughing, keep them distant.

It didn’t quite make it.

“Yeah,” she said. “Same time tomorrow.”

I reached for my jeans and she waved a hand without looking at me. “Door’s that way, stud farmer. I need a minute.”

I dressed and headed for the door. At the threshold I looked back.

She lay on the bed, one hand on her belly, the other touching her own lips.

They weren’t smirking.


Chapter 7: What You Showed Them

Helena made her move on a Thursday evening, after the household had gone quiet.

Sofia had served lamb shanks for dinner — braised in red wine with rosemary from the greenhouse, a meal heavy enough to put pregnant women to sleep by eight-thirty. Catherine retired first, her hand on her bump, baby-name book tucked under her arm. Sofia followed, yawning, her massive tits heavy with milk she’d need to express before bed. Astrid and Yuki walked the garden together, their low voices carrying through the open windows. Linda had disappeared into her office with the waitlist binder and a cup of decaf, scheduling the next three months of consultations with the precision of a military logistics officer. Margarethe had retreated to her room with a novel and the aristocratic certainty that mornings were for productivity and evenings were for solitude.

I was cleaning the kitchen. Sofia’s rule — she cooked, someone else cleaned. I’d learned early that arguing about it was pointless. The lamb pan needed soaking, the cutting boards needed sanitizing, and the counters needed wiping down. I ran hot water, rolled my sleeves to the elbows, and started scrubbing.

The back door opened.

Helena stood on the threshold in a silk robe. Bare feet on the deck boards. The robe was dove gray, tied loosely at the waist, falling to mid-thigh. Her strawberry-silver hair was down — the first time I’d seen it fully loose, falling in soft waves past her shoulders, catching the kitchen light. Without the careful daytime styling, without the linen pants and flowing blouses, she looked different. Less composed. More present.

“You have lamb on your forearm,” she said.

I looked down. A streak of braising liquid darkened the hair on my left forearm, right across the veins that stood out whenever I gripped something. I wiped it with the dish towel.

“Occupational hazard.”

She stepped inside. Closed the door behind her. The latch clicked, and the sound was louder than it should have been in the quiet house.

“I’ve been watching you for ten days.”

“I know.”

“You know.” She moved to the counter — not quickly, not slowly. With the deliberate grace of a woman who’d spent a lifetime deciding when and how to enter rooms. She leaned against the granite, her hands flat on either side of her hips, the robe gapping slightly at the neckline to reveal the freckled terrain of her upper chest. Same freckles as Isabelle and Victoria. The original constellation.

“What have you decided?” I asked.

“That you’re not what I expected.” She watched me with those deep green Crawford eyes — the same eyes that had looked up at me from Isabelle’s face while I pinned her wrists, from Victoria’s face while she cried happy tears, from two daughters who’d left this inn carrying my children. “I expected a young man playing a role. Using his equipment. Servicing a need.”

“And instead?”

“Instead, I watched you hold Sofia when her milk let down so hard it soaked through your shirt. I watched you sit with Catherine in the garden for an hour while she worried about a nursery she hadn’t finished decorating. I watched you fix shutters for a morning because you couldn’t stand them being crooked.” She paused. “I watched you with Viv — a woman who’d forgotten she was a person, not a product. You didn’t fuck her first. You talked to her first. Then you fucked her.”

“Is that what you want? Talking first?”

“I’m fifty-eight years old, Nathan. I’ve talked enough for two lifetimes.” She pushed off the counter and crossed the kitchen. The silk robe whispered against her skin. “You’ve had both my daughters. You’ve put babies in them. And I’m standing here — their mother — thinking about what you could do to me.”

The words hit like voltage. Not because they were explicit. Because they were true, and she said them without flinching, without the rehearsed seduction of women half her age. Helena Crawford stating facts.

“I watched my daughters walk into this inn as girls and leave as women carrying your children.” She stopped in front of me. Close enough that I could smell her — not perfume, not products. Wine from dinner. The garden soil that seemed to live under her nails regardless of how much she washed. Something floral and warm beneath both. “I want to understand why.”

“Why they came?”

“Why they glow.” Her voice dropped. “Isabelle texts me every morning. She’s competitive about her pregnancy the way she’s competitive about everything — comparing week milestones, researching the best prenatal supplements, turning gestation into a performance metric. But underneath the competition, she’s happy. Wholly, unreservedly happy, in a way I haven’t seen since she was six years old and still believed she didn’t have to win to be loved.”

Her hand came up and touched my jaw. The fingers were elegant, freckled, surprisingly warm. The bare ring finger — wedding ring removed years ago, after her husband died — traced the line of my stubble.

“Victoria sends me ultrasound photos every three days. She cries on the phone. She says things like ‘He saw me, Mom. He actually saw me.’ No one in her life has ever made her feel seen.” Helena’s green eyes glistened. “Whatever you did to my daughters — whatever you gave them beyond genetics — I want it. Show me what you showed them.”

I could have asked questions. Could have established boundaries, discussed parameters, treated this with the clinical care I’d learned to bring to first consultations. But Helena wasn’t a client. She wasn’t uncertain like Victoria or guarded like Isabelle. She was a woman who’d raised two daughters, buried a husband, tended roses in a dead woman’s garden for ten days, and decided.

I kissed her.

She tasted like the wine from dinner — a rich Burgundy Sofia had opened to celebrate the lamb. Her lips were soft, fuller than Isabelle’s, more certain than Victoria’s. She kissed me back without rush or desperation. Just knowledge. Experience. Her mouth moved against mine with a certainty that came from decades, not moments — unhurried, precise, already knowing what she wanted before my hands found her waist.

My hands found her waist through the silk robe. She was slimmer than I expected — not thin, but refined, the way a body becomes when decades of living strip away everything unnecessary. I pulled her closer, and she came willingly, her body pressing against mine. I could feel the shape of her through the silk — the subtle curves, the warmth, the reality of Helena Crawford against my chest.

“Different body,” she murmured against my mouth. “Same bloodline.” Her hands explored my shoulders, my arms, the forearms she’d watched for ten days. Her fingers traced my veins the way I’d trace tattoo ink. “Let’s see if you can tell the difference.”

I untied the robe.

It fell open, and Helena let it slide off her shoulders. She stood before me in the kitchen lamplight wearing nothing but simple white cotton underwear — no lace, no performance, no silk. Just a woman.

My eyes traveled her the way they traveled every woman. Bottom to top.

Her feet were bare on the tile — elegant, high-arched, feet that had worn expensive shoes for decades without being ruined by them. Her legs were still long and shapely at fifty-eight — where Isabelle’s were lean and athletic and Victoria’s were soft, Helena’s were refined. Slim but with muscle beneath the skin, the calves of a woman who walked and gardened and did yoga without obsessing over it. A faded freckle constellation dusted her left shin.

Her thighs were firm where they met, softer higher up, the skin looser than her daughters’ but still smooth. Her hips had a gentle curve — not wide like Sofia’s or narrow like Isabelle’s. Proportional. Womanly. The cotton underwear sat on her hip bones with the simplicity of someone who dressed for herself.

Her belly was flat but not tight. The softness of a body that had carried twins, that had fed them, that had done its job and settled into the quiet thereafter. A thin silver stretch mark curved below her navel — the ghost of Isabelle and Victoria, written on their mother’s skin.

Her breasts were natural C-cups, sitting lower than they had at thirty but still impressive in a tasteful, understated way. Somewhere between Viv’s augmented firmness and Sofia’s massive abundance and Catherine’s modest pair. Helena’s breasts were the template — the original from which her daughters’ genes had been drawn. Full enough to fill my hands, with soft rose-colored nipples that tightened in the kitchen air.

Her neck was long and graceful, the collarbone distinguished. Freckles scattered across her chest like stars — the same freckles that covered Isabelle’s shoulders, the same pattern that dotted Victoria’s nose.

And her face. Those knowing green eyes, watching me watch her, with a patience that neither of her daughters possessed. Knowing. Unashamed. The faint lines at her eyes and mouth weren’t imperfections — they were evidence. Of a life lived. Of laughter and grief and thirty years of marriage and five years of widowhood and two daughters who’d come to this inn looking for what she’d decided to seek for herself.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

“I’m fifty-eight.”

“I said what I said.”

A hairline fracture ran through her composure — a single, quiet break in the armor she’d worn through two lifetimes’ worth of holding.

I picked her up. She was lighter than I expected — lean, warm, her arms looping around my neck with easy trust. She’d decided she didn’t need to hold herself up anymore. I set her on the kitchen counter, the same granite where Sofia had taught Catherine lactation technique, where a hundred meals had been prepared, where the household’s heart beat strongest.

Helena opened her thighs and pulled me between them. Her legs wrapped around my hips — long, warm, the muscles gripping with surprising strength. I kissed her jaw. Her throat. The hollow of her collarbone where her pulse hammered beneath the freckled skin.

“My daughters gave you everything,” she whispered. “Their bodies. Their trust. Their fertility.” She guided my head lower, my mouth traveling over her chest, between her breasts. “I need to know what that felt like.”

I took her left nipple into my mouth. She gasped — a small, refined sound, nothing like Sofia’s guttural moans or Catherine’s sharp cries. Helena’s pleasure was controlled, measured, each response deliberate and unguarded. Her nipple hardened against my tongue, the areola tightening into a pebbled peak, and when I sucked harder, drawing the sensitive bud deep into my mouth, her fingers tangled in my hair and pulled.

“Nathan—” My name in her voice sounded different than in her daughters’. Deeper. More weighted. Carrying the knowledge that she’d sent two girls here and now she was sitting where they’d sat, feeling what they’d felt.

I moved to her other breast. Cupped the full weight of it, feeling the natural sag that age had given her — not a flaw, evidence. I sucked her nipple while my thumb circled the wet, abandoned one, and she arched into my mouth with a quiet whimper that made my cock throb against my jeans.

I kissed my way down her body. Her stomach, the silver stretch mark where her daughters had grown, the soft curve of her belly. I hooked my fingers into the waistband of her cotton underwear and pulled the fabric down her legs slowly, watching the lamplight play across her skin. Her pussy was neat, trimmed short, the outer lips pink and already glistening with arousal. Her inner lips peeked out, darker pink, slick and swollen. At fifty-eight, her body was responding with a directness that surprised us both — her clit already visible, peeking from its hood, engorged and desperate. The arousal of a woman who hadn’t been touched in five years of widowhood, who’d sublimated desire into garden maintenance and maternal observation and the careful tending of everyone’s needs but her own.

I dropped to my knees on the kitchen tile and spread her thighs wider. Her scent hit me — warm, musky, the unmistakable smell of a woman’s arousal mixing with something floral from her skin. I leaned in and dragged my tongue in one long, flat stroke from her opening to her clit.

“Oh—” She gripped the edge of the counter, her elegant fingers turning white. “Oh God, that’s—”

She tasted clean. Warm. Her juices coated my tongue — slick, slightly tangy, distinctly her. Not her daughters, not any other woman, but Helena. I worked my tongue through her folds, parting the slippery flesh, finding the spots that made her breath catch, the pressure that made her thighs tighten around my head. Her pussy was drenched, her arousal running down to my chin, five years of celibacy manifesting in a flood that soaked my face.

I circled her clit with the tip of my tongue, teasing the swollen nub, then sealed my lips around it and sucked. Her hips bucked off the counter.

“Right there — yes — don’t stop—”

She was responsive in a way that spoke of experience rather than novelty — she knew her body, knew what worked, and when I found the rhythm she liked, she stopped trying to speak and simply surrendered. Her thighs clamped around my ears. Her hand pressed my face harder against her soaking pussy. I ate her with deliberate hunger, licking and sucking, my tongue pushing inside her to gather her taste before returning to her clit.

Her orgasm built slowly. Deeper than what I was used to. More sustained. A rolling crescendo that gathered momentum like an ocean swell. I sucked her clit hard, pressed two fingers inside her — wet, tight, her walls gripping with a muscular control that spoke of years of yoga and Kegel exercises, her pussy clenching around my knuckles — and curled against her front wall. The wave crested.

She came with a shuddering cry. Not a scream. Not a sob. A deep, sustained moan that started in her belly and rolled through her entire body, her pussy clamping down on my fingers in rhythmic pulses, milking them the way she’d milk a cock. Her juices flooded my mouth, her arousal gushing against my chin, and I swallowed everything she gave me. Her hand gripped my hair hard enough to sting as her hips jerked against my face, riding my tongue through each wave.

She shook for a long time. Longer than I expected. Her walls kept squeezing my fingers in diminishing contractions, her clit throbbing against my tongue. Years of celibate widowhood cracking apart under the pressure of genuine physical attention, five years of untouched nights releasing in a flood that soaked the counter beneath her.

When it subsided, she sat on the counter with my fingers still inside her, her chest heaving, her nipples still hard and flushed from my mouth. Her thighs trembled on either side of me. Her pussy still gripped my fingers with weak, aftershock pulses, reluctant to let go. Her green eyes were wet but unfallen, her freckled chest heaving.

She looked at me with an expression I hadn’t seen from any Crawford woman before — not competitive, not seeking, not performing. Just raw. Grateful. Shaken in the way that only someone who’d gone a long time without could be shaken by having again.

“I understand now,” she whispered. “Why they glow.”

I stood. Kissed her mouth. Let her taste herself on my lips — her own slick arousal, the musk of her pleasure. She moaned into the kiss and her tongue pushed past my lips, licking her own juices from my mouth, and the eroticism of it made my cock throb painfully.

She kissed me back deeply, hungrily, her hands pulling at my shirt. My cock strained against my jeans — rock hard, aching, a wet spot of pre-cum darkening the denim where the head pressed against the fabric. When her hand dropped to the front of my jeans and cupped the thick bulge, I groaned and pushed into her palm.

She squeezed. Her elegant fingers traced the outline of my shaft through the fabric, measuring me, learning the shape and size of what had bred her daughters. Her eyes widened slightly — the same reaction I’d seen from Isabelle and Victoria when they’d first felt what their mother was now feeling.

“My God,” she breathed. “They didn’t exaggerate.”

Her hand stilled.

“Not yet.” She pressed me back with her palm flat against my chest. Gentle. Absolute. The quiet authority of a woman making a decision, not receiving one.

“Helena—”

“When I’m ready to give you everything, you’ll know.” Her green eyes held mine — steady, assessing, the same genetic directness that existed in both her daughters but refined by thirty additional years of knowing exactly what she wanted and when. She was testing. Deciding. And she’d decided that tonight, she came. He didn’t.

She slid off the counter, finding her robe, pulling it around her shoulders. The composure reassembling itself over the flush still spreading across her freckled chest.

“I came here to understand,” she said. “Now I understand.” She tied the robe. “Next time will be for something else entirely.”

“What does that mean?”

She smiled. The Crawford smile. Patient. Knowing. A woman who’d been one step ahead of everyone in her life since before I was born. “It means I’m not finished with you. But tonight, I needed to see.”

“And what did you see?”

“Enough.” She ran her fingers through her mussed hair and straightened her spine. “Walk with me. I want to talk about something.”



We sat on the back porch, the hot tub bubbling softly in the darkness. Helena had poured herself another glass of wine. I held a beer. The stars were out — Vermont stars, thick and impossible, the kind of sky you could only see away from cities.

“The ceremony Catherine proposed,” Helena began. “I think it’s exactly what this family needs. But I think she’s approaching it wrong.”

“How so?”

“She’s modeling it on traditional marriage. Vows, rings, an officiant of some kind.” Helena swirled her wine. “Marriage is a contract between two people, or it used to be. What you have isn’t a contract. It’s something else entirely.”

“What would you call it?”

“A covenant. A chosen family. An arrangement that works because everyone in it decided to build something instead of inherit something.” She looked at me. “I watched my own marriage for thirty years. We loved each other. We also destroyed each other, slowly, through obligations neither of us chose. We inherited our expectations from our parents, from society, from the Church. And when those expectations didn’t match reality, the marriage didn’t break — it just stopped being alive.”

“And you think Catherine’s ceremony risks the same thing?”

“I think copying a structure that fails seventy percent of the time isn’t the act of innovation Catherine thinks it is.” Helena’s voice held the warmth of someone who meant well and knew what she was talking about. “Don’t mimic traditional marriage. Build something new. Your own ritual. Your own vows. Something that reflects what you actually are, not what Hallmark thinks you should be.”

“What would that look like?”

“Private. Beautiful. Honest.” She ticked off the words like a list she’d already written. “Each woman tells Nathan what he means to her. Nathan tells each woman what she means to him. Not a minister’s framework. Your words. Your truth.”

“You’ve thought about this.”

“I’ve thought about very little else for ten days.” The admission came with a self-aware smile. She sipped her wine, and the starlight caught the green of her eyes — the same green that existed in four other women who carried my children, the original color from which the copies were drawn.

“Where would we do it?” I asked.

“Somewhere warm. Somewhere that doesn’t look like a church or a courthouse. A place that’s beautiful on its own terms — the way this inn is beautiful because someone built it with intention, not because it was designed to impress.”

“A resort.”

“A good one. Private. With enough rooms that no one feels crowded and a beach or a garden where the ceremony can happen outdoors.” She paused, then leaned forward, her eyes brightening. “The seating should be in a circle, not rows — rows imply an audience, and this isn’t a performance. And flowers from the garden here, not a florist. Something rooted in this place. Music, but nothing with lyrics — lyrics compete with vows. A string duo, maybe. And the timing should be sunset, not morning. Morning ceremonies feel like appointments.”

The specificity surprised me. She’d gone from philosophy to event planning in the space of a breath, rattling off details with an investment that felt almost frantic — as though she were designing something she needed to be perfect for reasons that went beyond helpfulness.

“You’ve thought about this a lot,” I said.

“I want it to be right.” She caught herself. Smoothed the eagerness back beneath her familiar composure. “Catherine will have ideas. She’s excellent at logistics.”

“So are you.”

“I’m excellent at perspective.” She set down her wine glass and looked at me fully. “Nathan. Don’t copy what doesn’t work. Build what does.”

The words landed with a weight that had nothing to do with ceremony planning. She was talking about the whole thing — the inn, the household, the family of pregnant women and one man that had somehow assembled itself in four months from an inheritance I never wanted.

“I’ll talk to Catherine,” I said.

“Good.” Helena stood, smoothing the silk robe over her hips. She looked at me in the darkness, and for a moment every layer was gone — no composure, no deflection, no practiced smile. Helena undone, flushed, processing what it meant to have her first orgasm in five years from a man thirty years her junior.

“Next time,” she said, “I want to give you something I’ve never given anyone.”

“What does that mean?”

She smiled. Not the composed, careful smile. Something more private. More fragile. The smile of a woman carrying a decision she’d already made.

“You’ll understand when it happens.” She leaned down and kissed my cheek. Her lips were warm. Her hair brushed my shoulder. “Goodnight, Nathan.”

“Goodnight, Helena.”

She walked into the house. The silk robe caught the porch light for a moment — gray silk against freckled legs — and then she was gone.


Chapter 8: Gilded Cage

Gerald’s driver would arrive at noon.

Viv told me this at breakfast, reciting the fact with the same flat delivery she used for everything Gerald-adjacent. She’d checked her phone four times since sitting down — each time Gerald’s name on the screen, each time a clinical response typed with manicured thumbs. She set the phone face-down between bites of Sofia’s berry compote and ate with careful, measured pace — trained to never appear hungry.

“He’s sending the car early,” she said. “Gerald has a dinner tonight. He wants me presentable.”

Presentable. Like a centerpiece.

Catherine caught my eye across the table. Her gray-green gaze held a mix of anger and recognition — the look of a woman watching a movie she’d already starred in, knowing exactly how this scene played out.

“How much time do we have?” I asked.

“Four hours.” Viv set down her fork. Her blue eyes — sharpened now, the vacancy gone, the intelligence that Catherine had noticed on day one fully visible — met mine. “I’d like to make the most of them.”

She wasn’t talking about sightseeing.



I went to the guest cottage at eight.

Viv was already dressed. Or rather, she was dressed in what she’d wear for the departure — the trophy wife costume reassembled piece by piece. Cream slacks, silk blouse, platinum hair blown smooth. The augmented DD-cups pressed the silk outward with their surgical perfection. Everything curated. Everything Gerald.

Except her face. Her face was open in a way I hadn’t seen before — vulnerable, hungry, already grieving. She stood by the window, looking out at the garden where Helena was working the roses, and when she heard me enter, she turned with eyes that were bright and terrified.

“I know this is the last time,” she said.

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“It does.” She crossed to me, her heels clicking on the cottage floor — even now, even here, she wore heels. Gerald’s preference. “I go back. I raise this baby as his heir. I attend his dinners and wear his ring and smile for his friends.” Her hand trembled as she touched my chest. “That’s the life I chose.”

“Did you choose it? Or did he choose it for you?”

“Does it matter? Eight years in, the distinction stops being relevant.” She unbuttoned the top of her blouse. Then the second button. Then the third. Her spray-tanned hands moved with precision, undressing the performance, peeling away the layers Gerald had built around her. “I have four hours to store up enough of this to survive what I’m going back to. So please — don’t make me ask politely.”

She kissed me.

This time she led. The first time — two days ago in the Wellness Wing — I’d initiated everything. Guided her. Made choices for someone whose choices had been made for her for eight years. Now Viv kissed me with the urgency of someone running out of time, her glossed lips demanding, her tongue pushing past my surprise. She tasted like berry compote and desperation.

“Tell me what you want,” I said against her mouth. “Not what Gerald wants. What Viv wants.”

“I want you to talk to me.” Her voice cracked. “The way you talked to me last time. The way he never — I want to hear a man tell me what he’s going to do to me and mean it. Not clinical. Not perfunctory. Real.”

“Take off the costume.”

She stripped for me differently than the first time. Two days ago, she’d undressed with clinical detachment — removing garments the way she’d remove a hospital gown, practiced and emotionless. Now her fingers shook. The silk blouse fell. The cream slacks pooled at her heels. She stood in the bra and underwear Gerald’s money had bought — cream La Perla, expensive, impersonal — and reached back to unclasp.

Her augmented DD-cups sat high and round when the bra dropped. Firm, sculpted, the slight artifice of their shape more obvious now that I’d held them before. Her eyes tracked mine down to her chest and held there.

“You can say it,” she said. “They’re fake.”

“They’re yours.” I cupped one. Felt the implant beneath the skin — firmer than natural, less responsive, holding its shape in my hand instead of yielding the way Sofia’s or Dani’s did. But warm. Real enough. Part of a woman who was learning to reclaim the body she’d been told was Gerald’s property.

“I want them out,” she whispered. “Someday. I want to know what I actually look like.”

“You look like a woman who hasn’t been properly appreciated.” I pinched her nipple — small, pink, responsive despite the reduced sensation the implants created. She gasped. “And we’re fixing that.”

I pulled her underwear down. She stepped out of it, and there she was — Viv Harland, naked except for the ring. The ring that had stayed on through everything. The ring that caught every light source in the room, throwing prismatic fire across the cottage walls, the bed, my skin.

“Do you want to take it off?” I asked.

She looked at her hand. The princess-cut diamond blazing against her spray-tanned finger. For a long moment she didn’t answer. Then:

“No.” Her jaw tightened. “I want to feel everything with it on. I want to know what real feels like while I’m still wearing the cage.”

Jesus.

I lifted her and carried her to the bed. She wrapped her tanned legs around my waist, her arms around my neck, and for a moment — suspended between the cottage and the mattress — she pressed her forehead to mine and just breathed.

“I’m going to miss this,” she said. “That’s insane. I’ve been here three days and I’m going to miss this more than anything I’ve had in eight years.”

“Then feel it. Right now. Everything.”

I laid her down and undressed while she watched. Her blue eyes — sharp, present, alive in a way they hadn’t been when she arrived — tracked my body with undisguised hunger. Not the appraising look she’d given me during the wellness exam. Raw female desire, starved for years and finally given something to feed on.

I kissed my way down her body. Her throat, where the spray tan was thinnest and her real skin showed through — paler, softer, honest. Between her augmented breasts, where the surgical curves met her sternum in an unnaturally perfect valley. Her flat stomach, where a personal trainer’s work showed in defined lines that Gerald paid for and I was going to render meaningless by filling her with a child. Lower. The soft V of her pubic bone, waxed smooth and bare. Her inner thighs, trembling as I spread them wider.

“Please—” She lifted her hips, presenting her pussy to my mouth. “Don’t make me wait. I’ve been waiting for years.”

Her pussy was beautiful. Pink, neat, waxed completely bare — the Brazilian Gerald probably demanded. But beneath the grooming was a woman’s arousal, raw and real. Her lips were swollen and parted, glistening with slick need that had nothing to do with her husband’s preferences. Her clit peeked from its hood, engorged and desperate.

I pressed my mouth to her and dragged my tongue through her soaking slit.

She was drenched. Her arousal ran down to the sheets before I’d even started, her pussy weeping with years of neglect finally being addressed. The taste of her flooded my mouth — sharp, clean, the unmistakable flavor of a woman’s desperate want. I worked my tongue through her folds, spreading her slick heat, lapping at her opening before circling her swollen clit. Then I sealed my lips around that throbbing bud and sucked hard.

Her reaction was violent. Not gentle, not measured — a full-body spasm, her back arching off the bed, her hands fisting the sheets, her spray-tanned thighs clamping around my head hard enough to crush. Three years of nothing, three days of me, and she was wired so tight that the slightest pressure detonated her.

“Nathan — God — I can’t — it’s too—”

“Take it.” I slid two fingers inside her, and her pussy clamped around them like a desperate fist. Wet. Hot. Her walls gripping my knuckles as I curled against her front wall, finding that ridged patch of flesh that made her whole body jolt. “You’ve been empty too long. Feel this.”

Her juices coated my hand. I fucked her with my fingers while my tongue worked her clit, sucking and flicking, and felt her orgasm building like a pressure wave — fast, urgent, born from years of deprivation and three days of finally being touched.

She came on my tongue in under a minute. Her scream bounced off the cottage walls, raw and broken. Her pussy spasmed around my fingers in violent contractions, clenching and releasing, clenching and releasing, her juices gushing against my chin as she squirted slightly — something I doubted she’d ever done with Gerald. Her whole body seized with the force of an orgasm that had been starving since long before his impotence.

I didn’t stop. Kept licking her through it, my fingers pumping, drawing out the aftershocks. Her clit throbbed against my tongue. Her walls kept squeezing. I added a third finger and she wailed, her pussy stretched around my knuckles as a second peak hit — sharper, almost painful in its intensity, making her sob my name into the pillow while her hips jerked against my face.

When I looked up, mascara ran in black rivers down her temples. The spray tan showed its seams at her throat where sweat had broken through. The perfect platinum hair was destroyed against the pillow, tangled and wild. And the ring — always the ring — glinted on the hand that gripped the headboard, the princess-cut diamond throwing fractured light across the ceiling.

“Fuck me,” she said. The words came out cracked. No performance. No polite request. Just raw, desperate need. “Please. I need to feel your cock inside me one more time before I can’t anymore.”

I positioned myself between her thighs. My cock was painfully hard, the head swollen and leaking pre-cum, desperate to be inside her. I notched the tip against her opening — her pussy lips kissing my cockhead, slick and welcoming — and pushed.

The sound she made was different from the first time. Two days ago, it had been shock — the surprise of real penetration after years without. Now it was recognition. Her pussy remembered me. Welcomed me. Her walls gripped my cock with a desperate, clinging tightness, stretching around my girth as I sank deeper, and she wrapped her tanned legs around my hips and pulled me until I bottomed out.

“Oh God—” Her voice broke. “You’re so deep. I feel you everywhere.”

I was buried to the hilt inside another man’s wife. My cock throbbed inside her tight heat, her pussy pulsing around me in involuntary squeezes, her legs locked behind my back. Her cervix kissed my cockhead. The ring pressed cold against my shoulder where she gripped me, that diamond blazing even in the dim cottage light.

“Like that,” she gasped. “Just — stay. Don’t move. Let me feel what it’s like to be full.”

I held still. Let her feel every inch of me stretching her open. Her pussy clenched experimentally around my shaft — testing, memorizing the thickness, the length, the way I filled spaces Gerald never could.

Then she moved. Rolled her hips. Ground her clit against my pubic bone with a slow, deliberate rhythm that said she was storing this sensation in a vault Gerald would never access. Each roll of her hips made my cock shift inside her, and she whimpered at the movement, her pussy gripping me tighter.

“Tell me,” she whispered. “What you’re going to do to me.”

“I’m going to breed you.” I matched her rhythm, adding depth to each stroke, pulling back until just my cockhead stretched her entrance, then driving deep until my balls pressed against her ass. “I’m going to pump you so full of cum that you’ll feel it for days. And when Gerald’s driver takes you home, and you sit across from him at dinner tonight, and he asks how the procedure went — you’ll know. You’ll feel my seed leaking into your panties under the table. You’ll carry my baby in a body he thinks belongs to him.”

“Yes—” Her eyes squeezed shut. Tears escaped, cutting through mascara. Not from sadness — from the unbearable collision of pleasure and loss. “Yes. I want that. Put a baby in me. I want your cum in my womb. I want something real inside me that he can never fucking take away.”

“He can’t take this away.” I gripped her hips and thrust harder, my cock pistoning into her soaking pussy with wet, obscene sounds. The augmented breasts bounced above me — tight, firm bounces that were their own visual, different from every natural pair but compelling in their surgical perfection. Her nipples were hard and flushed, her chest heaving. She moaned with each impact, her mascara running in black rivers, her platinum hair destroying itself against the pillow.

“Harder. Please. Fuck me harder. I need to feel this for weeks—”

I pulled out and flipped her. My cock glistened with her juices, thick and hard and aching. She went willingly — onto her stomach, then up to her knees, arching her back, presenting her small tight ass and her swollen, gaping pussy. I gripped her hip with one hand and her shoulder with the other and drove back inside in one hard stroke.

“Oh fuck—” She screamed into the pillow. This angle drove deeper, my cockhead pressing against her cervix with each thrust.

From behind, she was all gym and maintenance and Gerald’s investment — spray-tanned skin, toned muscles, the small sculpted ass that his personal trainer had crafted. But the sounds she made were hers. Raw, guttural, primal moans and broken begging — nothing like the polished trophy wife who’d stepped out of a Mercedes three days ago. I fucked her hard, driving deep, my balls slapping against her clit with each thrust, the wet slap of flesh against flesh filling the cottage.

“Tell me you feel it,” she gasped into the pillow.

“I feel you.” I leaned over her back, my chest pressed to her spine, my mouth at her ear. “Tight. Wet. So fucking wet. Your pussy is gripping my cock like it never wants to let go.” I thrust deep to punctuate each word. “You feel like a woman who finally remembered what she’s for.”

“What am I for?”

“Not Gerald’s dinners.” I slammed deep, my cockhead kissing her cervix, and she cried out. “Not his arm candy. Not his blank check.” Another brutal thrust. “You’re for this. For being fucked. For being bred. For being filled up with hot cum by a man who actually wants you, not your performance.”

“Yes — God yes — fuck me, breed me—”

Her orgasm hit without warning. One moment she was meeting my thrusts, grinding back against me, her ass slapping against my hips — the next her entire body locked. Her pussy clamped down on my cock so hard I saw stars, her walls squeezing with almost painful intensity, her back arching as her scream tore through the pillow. I felt her cum around me — her walls milking my shaft with rhythmic, desperate contractions, her pussy gushing slick heat that ran down my balls.

I followed her over the edge. “Taking my cum,” I groaned against her neck. “Taking every fucking drop—”

My cock pulsed deep inside her body, swelling with each spurt as I pumped rope after rope of hot cum into her unprotected womb. The force of it made me groan through clenched teeth. I felt each jet flooding her — thick, heavy spurts that filled her with the seed that would grow into a child Gerald would claim as his own. She moaned at the sensation — the warmth spreading inside her, the fullness, the wet heat of my load painting her cervix.

“I feel it,” she whimpered. “I feel your cum inside me. So much. So warm.”

I stayed inside her. Felt my cum settling, pooling against her cervix, her pussy gripping me with that desperate clench that said don’t leave, don’t pull out, keep your seed inside me.

“One more time?” she whispered.

I was still hard. My cock hadn’t softened, still thick and throbbing inside her cum-flooded pussy. I pulled her onto her side, spooned behind her, and started fucking her again without ever pulling out.

She was overflowing. My cum leaked around my shaft with each thrust, white and thick, coating her thighs and dripping onto the sheets. The wet, squelching sounds of my cock moving through my own load filled the cottage. Her augmented breasts lay heavy against the sheets, and I cupped one from behind, feeling the firm implant beneath the skin while my cock churned through the cum inside her.

“This is the last time,” she said. Not a question.

“This is the last time.”

She reached back, her hand finding the back of my neck, pulling my mouth to hers for an awkward over-the-shoulder kiss. The ring scraped against my skin — that diamond still catching light, still marking her as another man’s wife even as another man’s cum filled her womb. We moved together — slow, connected, storing the sensation the way you store oxygen before a deep dive. Every thrust pushed my seed deeper. Every withdrawal let more leak out, only for me to push it back in.

She came one more time. Quieter but no less intense — her body shuddering against mine, her pussy fluttering around my cock in soft, milking pulses that squeezed my shaft with each contraction.

“Fill me up again,” she whispered. “I want to carry as much of you home as I can.”

I came inside her for the last time. Slower. Deeper. Each spurt deliberate, each rope of cum a final deposit into a body that would carry my child back to a man who couldn’t create one himself. I groaned against her neck as my balls emptied, flooding her already overflowing pussy with a second load.

She held my cock inside her with her internal muscles, clenching rhythmically to milk every drop, to keep my seed from escaping. Her pussy squeezed me like a fist, determined to keep everything I’d given her.

“Stay,” she whispered. “Just — inside me. For a minute.”

I stayed. My softening cock held in the wet heat of her body, my arm around her waist, my chin on her shoulder. Outside, a bird sang in Margot’s garden. Inside, another man’s wife lay in my arms with my cum filling her womb and his diamond on her finger.



At eleven-thirty, Viv began reassembling herself.

I watched from the cottage bed as the transformation happened. She showered, and the woman who emerged was different from the one who’d gone in. Composed. Polished. The spray tan smoothed over the places where sweat had broken through. The platinum hair blown straight with the travel dryer. Mascara reapplied with surgical precision. Lip gloss layered. Blouse buttoned.

She checked the mirror, adjusting her collar, and the ring caught the light. The same ring. The same woman — or the version of her that Gerald would recognize.

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice was steady. Professional. The trophy wife back in her case. “For everything.”

“Viv—”

“Don’t.” She turned from the mirror. For one second the mask dropped — all of it, every layer — and I saw the woman underneath. Exhausted. Aching. Carrying something she’d never be able to talk about. “If you say something kind right now, I won’t be able to leave. And I have to leave.”

I understood. Some cages are chosen. Some chains are swallowed with a diamond ring and a blank check and eight years of performing someone else’s life. She’d found something real at Willow Creek and she was walking back into the artifice anyway. Not because she didn’t know the difference. Because she did.

“You’re going to be an incredible mother,” I said.

Her chin trembled. She controlled it. Swallowed it. Smoothed it away with the same discipline she used to smooth her hair.

“Gerald will be a decent father. He’ll love the child. He’ll provide everything.” She picked up her bag — packed, precise, nothing out of place. “He just won’t know.”

She walked to the door. Paused. Turned.

“I was an interior designer,” she said. “Before.”

“I remember.”

“I was good.” Her voice carried something I hadn’t heard in it before — conviction. “I might be good again. Someday. When things change.”

“When things change.”

She smiled. Real. Brief. A flash of the woman who’d existed before Gerald redesigned her. Then the Genevieve Harland performance settled back into place. The ring blazed. The trophy wife walked through the door and into the sunlight.

The Mercedes idled in the drive, black and gleaming, the driver standing at attention. He opened the rear door. Viv crossed the gravel in her impractical heels — click, click, click, each step carrying her further from the only real thing she’d felt in years. She slid into the back seat with practiced grace — the same motion she’d been perfecting since she was twenty-eight.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t wave.

The Mercedes rolled down the drive, slow and careful over the gravel. I watched it reach the road, turn right, and disappear behind the tree line.

Gerald would never know what he’d sent his wife to find.


Chapter 9: Thirty Years

Helena came to my room after the house went dark.

No silk robe this time. No performance of casual, no manufactured encounter in a kitchen or on a porch. She knocked twice — quiet, deliberate — and when I opened the door, she stood in the hallway wearing a simple cotton nightgown that fell to her knees. Bare feet. Hair down. No jewelry, no artifice, no armor.

She’d undressed before she’d crossed the threshold. Not physically — she still wore the nightgown. But everything else was gone. The knowing smile. The composed deflection. The careful distance she maintained with every other human being in this house. She stood in my doorway stripped to whatever was underneath all of that.

Whatever was underneath looked terrified.

“Can I come in?”

I stepped aside. She entered, and I closed the door behind her. The latch clicked, and in the silence of the old house — the settling groans of timber, the distant hum of the kitchen fridge — that click sounded like a decision made final.

She didn’t sit on the bed. She stood in the center of my room — the Blue Room, second floor east wing, the room I’d inherited with the inn and made mine through four months of living in it. She looked at the dresser where I kept my tools, the bedside table with the worn copy of Margot’s letter, the four-poster bed I’d restored myself, the windows overlooking the garden where she’d spent her mornings tending Margot’s roses.

“I need to explain something,” she said. “And I need you to listen before you respond.”

“Okay.”

She took a breath. Her hands were clasped in front of her, the bare ring finger visible. She turned toward me, and her green eyes held mine with an intensity that reminded me of Isabelle’s — the same genetic directness, the same refusal to look away from something uncomfortable.

“I’m fifty-eight years old,” she said. “Post-menopausal. My ovaries stopped producing viable eggs three years ago. Every other woman in this house — every woman who’s ever walked through your door — came here because their bodies can do something extraordinary. They can create life. They can carry your children. They can participate in the fundamental purpose this inn was built for.”

She paused. Her jaw tightened.

“I can’t.”

The word hung in the room. Two letters. A world of implication.

“The breeding fantasy that drives everything here — the dirty talk, the creampies, the conception, the pregnancy — none of it applies to me.” Her voice was steady, controlled, but I could hear the hairline cracks running through it. “Sofia is carrying your baby. Catherine is carrying your baby. Astrid, Linda, the Countess, and now Yuki — all carrying your babies. My own daughters are carrying your babies. I’m surrounded by fertility and I’m the one person in this house who will never participate in it.”

“Helena—”

“I said listen.” Firm. Not harsh — just the voice of a woman who needed to finish. “I came here because someone I respected told me about this place a long time ago. And then my daughters found something here that changed them, and I needed to see it for myself. I needed to understand what this was.”

She crossed to the window and looked out at the garden. The moon was up, casting silver light across the roses. Her reflection in the glass was a ghost — transparent, already half gone.

“I understand it now. I felt it, in the kitchen, when you—” She touched her throat. “When you showed me what you showed them. And I want more. But I can’t give you what they give you. I can’t be bred. I can’t carry your child. The thing that makes this inn sacred, the reason women drive through the night and fly across oceans to be here — I’m excluded from it by biology.”

She turned from the window.

“But I can give you something none of them have.”

The room was very quiet. My heartbeat loud in my ears.

“My anal virginity.” She said it plainly. Directly. The Crawford directness that Isabelle wielded like a weapon and Victoria whispered like a prayer. Helena deployed it like a fact. “I’m fifty-eight years old. I was married for thirty years. I never offered this to my husband. Not once. Not when he asked, not when he hinted, not when he complained. I kept it. Through three decades of marriage, through his affairs, through the slow death of our intimacy, through his actual death. I kept this one thing.”

Her eyes glistened. She didn’t let the tears fall.

“I want to give it to you.”

I stood very still. Processing. This wasn’t a kink request. It wasn’t a transgressive thrill. It was a gift — the most personal, deliberate gift a woman had ever offered me. Not fertility, which was biological. Not sex, which was mutual. Something she’d actively, consciously preserved through an entire lifetime, and was now handing to a man thirty years younger who’d fathered children with her daughters.

“Why me?” I asked.

“Because you earned it.” Simple. Certain. “Through patience. Through being the man my daughters trusted with their bodies and their futures. Through building something worth believing in.” She crossed back to me. Close. Her hand on my chest. “Through being someone I trust enough to give the only first I have left.”

“Helena.”

“If you’re going to say no, say it now.” Her voice was even but her hand trembled against my chest. “I’ll understand. I’ll go to my room and we’ll never discuss it and I’ll—”

I kissed her.

Not the careful, exploratory kiss from the kitchen. This one was an answer. My hands cradled her face, my thumbs catching the tears that had finally escaped, my mouth telling her what words would have cheapened: Yes. I understand what you’re giving me. I’ll be worthy of it.

She melted into me. The nightgown was thin cotton and I could feel every line of her body through it — the gentle curves, the warm skin, the racing pulse at the base of her throat. I pulled the nightgown over her head and she let me, raising her arms, letting the fabric pass over her face and her hair and leave her standing naked in my bedroom.

Helena Crawford. Fifty-eight years old. Mother of twins who carried my children. Widow of five years. The original template from which two beautiful women had been drawn. Standing before me with nothing to hide behind and nothing to offer except the one thing she’d kept from everyone.

I picked her up. Carried her to the bed — the four-poster I’d restored, the walnut frame I’d sanded and oiled myself, the bed where I’d held Sofia through her first milk letdown and Catherine through her first real orgasm and Linda through the release of fifteen years of watching. This bed had held every woman who mattered to me. Now it held the one who couldn’t be bred but wanted to give everything she had left.

I laid her down gently. She looked up at me from the pillow, her strawberry-silver hair fanning across the white cotton, her green eyes huge and bright in the moonlight. Her body was beautiful in its honesty — the C-cup breasts with their rose-colored nipples, the soft belly with the silver stretch marks, the legs that had given her daughters their signature feature. Not young. Not trying to be young. Just Helena.

“I’m nervous,” she admitted.

“I know.”

“I’ve never — not even — I don’t even own—” She exhaled a laugh that was half nerves. “I’m fifty-eight years old and I’m shaking.”

“That’s because it matters.”

“It matters terribly.” She reached for my hand and pressed it to her sternum, over her hammering heart. “Do you feel that?”

“I feel it.”

“That’s not fear.” She held my gaze. “That’s trust with nowhere to hide.”

I kissed her slowly. Took my time. Let her body settle into the mattress, into the reality of what she’d chosen. I kissed her jaw, her throat, the freckled expanse of her chest where the Crawford constellation spread like a map I was learning to read. I took her nipple into my mouth — rose-colored, soft, hardening against my tongue as I sucked. Her back arched slightly, pressing her breast deeper into my mouth, and her fingers threaded through my hair.

“That’s good,” she breathed. “I forgot how good that feels.”

I moved to her other breast. Licked circles around the areola, feeling it pucker and tighten, before drawing the nipple between my lips and sucking hard. She gasped — the sound surprised out of her — and her hips shifted against the mattress. Her breathing steadied into something deeper.

I kissed down her body. Her stomach, the silver stretch marks where her daughters had grown, the soft curve of her hips. I spread her thighs and settled between them, inhaling the warm scent of her arousal. She was already wet — her pussy glistening, her lips swollen, her body priming itself despite the nerves. I pressed my mouth to her and licked a slow path from her opening to her clit.

“Oh—” Her thighs tensed on either side of my head. “Nathan—”

I worked her up slowly, patiently. Long, flat strokes of my tongue through her soaking folds. Gentle suction on her clit, circling the swollen nub until her hips started rolling against my mouth. Two fingers sliding inside her — her pussy wet and welcoming, gripping me with muscular control. I curled against her front wall while my tongue worked her clit, building her toward a peak that would relax every muscle in her body.

She came on my tongue with a quiet, deep moan. Her thighs pressed against my ears. Her fingers pulled my hair hard enough to sting. Her pussy contracted around my fingers in rhythmic waves, her juices flooding my mouth as her body released years of tension. I kept licking her through it, drawing out the aftershocks, until she lay trembling and boneless beneath me. Good. She needed to be completely relaxed. Open. Ready.

I reached for the nightstand drawer. Inside, among the practical supplies I kept stocked — Linda’s organizational influence reaching even into my bedroom — was a bottle of massage oil. Astrid’s recommended brand. Warming formula. I’d used it before for standard massage, but never for this.

Helena watched me with luminous green eyes as I poured oil into my palm and warmed it between my hands.

“I’ll go slow,” I said. “And you tell me if anything is wrong. If you need to stop, we stop. No questions.”

“I know.” She turned onto her stomach with a deliberateness that spoke of decision rather than habit. Her back was freckled, her spine a graceful line, the muscles of her shoulders defined by years of gardening and yoga. Her ass — the Crawford bloodline echoed in both daughters — was full and firm for her age, round and pale against the white sheets.

I straddled her thighs and began working the oil into her lower back. She sighed, and the tension began to release from her body — the muscles loosening, the held breath easing, the nervous rigidity softening under my hands. I worked downward, massaging her ass with slow, firm strokes, the oil glistening on her freckled skin in the moonlight. Her ass was full and round for her age — the original template her daughters had inherited, still firm and grabbable, the cheeks warm and pliant under my palms. She moaned — quiet, appreciative — and spread her legs slightly wider.

I slid my oiled thumb along the cleft of her ass. She tensed, then deliberately relaxed. I felt the effort it took — the conscious choice to open rather than close, to accept rather than resist. My thumb circled her tight pink hole, spreading the warm oil around the puckered ring. She was clenched tight — a small, pristine rosebud that had never been touched by anyone — every reflex telling her to close, her breath caught in her chest.

“Breathe,” I murmured.

She exhaled. Long, shuddering, deliberate. And as she breathed out, I felt her relax — a tiny yielding, the ring of muscle softening fractionally under my touch.

I pressed my oiled thumb gently against her opening. Not inside. Just pressure against that tight virgin entrance. She gasped, her hands gripping the pillow, her whole body trembling.

“Okay?”

“Yes.” Whispered. Certain. “More. Please.”

I eased the tip of my thumb past the ring. The resistance was extraordinary — the tightness of a woman who’d kept this entrance untouched for fifty-eight years, her muscles fighting the intrusion even as she willed them to relax. The warm oil helped, my thumb sliding past the first knuckle into a channel so tight it squeezed me like a velvet fist. Helena made a sound that was part moan, part prayer — reverent and shocked.

“Oh—” Her face turned to the side on the pillow. Eyes wide. Lips parted. Sweat beading on her upper lip. “That’s — I didn’t expect—”

“What didn’t you expect?”

“How much I’d feel.” Her hips shifted, pressing back against my hand. An unconscious movement. Her body asking for more while her mind was still processing. “It’s everywhere. Not just — there. I feel it in my pussy. In my clit. Everywhere.”

I worked my thumb deeper, slowly, reading every flinch and sigh. Her ass gripped me with incredible tightness, the ring pulsing around my knuckle. Her body opened in increments — tight, then yielding, then tight again as a new sensation hit, then yielding deeper. I added more oil, dripping it into the cleft of her ass, watching it run down to where my thumb penetrated her virgin hole.

I withdrew my thumb and replaced it with a finger — longer, able to reach deeper. She moaned at the change, her ass clenching around my finger as I slid inside. I used my other hand to reach beneath her, finding her soaking pussy, her swollen clit. She cried out when I touched both places simultaneously — a finger in her ass, two fingers curling inside her pussy, her body caught between two kinds of pleasure it had never experienced together.

“Oh God — Nathan — that’s—” Words failed her. The eloquent woman reduced to gasps.

“More,” she said when she found her voice. Stronger now. Demanding. “I want to feel all of it. I want to be ready for you.”

I added a second finger to her ass, stretching her gently. She was so tight that even two fingers met significant resistance, the muscle gripping me with the desperate clench of a body encountering something it had never been asked to accommodate. I felt her inner walls, silky and hot, squeezing my fingers. But she breathed through it — deep, steady breaths that spoke of the yoga and the meditation and the decades of learning to control her body’s responses. Slowly, her ass relaxed. Opened. Accepted.

“I want you,” she said. Not a whisper now. A declaration. “I want to feel your cock. Not your fingers. You. I’m ready.”

I withdrew my fingers and she made a small sound of loss — her ass clenching around nothing, empty and waiting. I poured more oil into my palm and slicked my cock — generous, thorough, coating every inch of my shaft until it glistened in the moonlight. I was rock hard, throbbing, the head swollen and dark with blood.

She’d risen to her knees, her ass presented to me, her back arched in invitation. The cheeks of her ass spread slightly, and I could see her prepared hole — pink and glistening with oil, the tight ring pulsing with nervous anticipation. She looked over her shoulder at me with those deep green Crawford eyes, and in the moonlight, with her strawberry-silver hair falling across her face and her lips parted and her body trembling with a mixture of anticipation and nerves, she was stunning.

“Go slow,” she said. “But don’t stop. No matter what sounds I make. Don’t stop.”

I positioned myself behind her. Gripped my cock and guided the swollen head to her virgin asshole. The moment my cockhead touched that tight pink ring, she sucked in a breath and held it.

I pressed forward. The resistance was immediate — the tight ring pushing back against my cockhead, her body’s reflexive refusal to allow entry. She exhaled, long and deliberate, and I felt her will herself open. Her muscles yielding not from physical relaxation but from conscious, determined trust.

The head slipped past the ring.

Helena gasped. A sharp, fractured sound that was neither pain nor pleasure but something rawer than both — the noise of a boundary crossed, a virginity surrendered, a lifetime’s preservation ending in a single moment of penetration. Her fingers clawed the sheets. Her back arched. Her ass clenched around the crown of my cock with crushing tightness.

“Nathan—” My name torn from her throat, rough and broken.

“I’m here.” I held still. Let her body adjust to the intrusion. My cockhead was gripped by the tightest, hottest ring I’d ever felt — her anal muscles clenching around me with a ferocity that bordered on pain for both of us. She was so tight I couldn’t believe she was accommodating me at all. “Breathe, Helena. You’re doing so well.”

She breathed. Long, shuddering exhales. The clenching eased fractionally. She pushed back against me — an inch, then another — taking more of my shaft inside her with a deliberateness that was pure Helena. Not submitted to. Chosen. Each fraction of penetration a decision she was making.

“More,” she whispered. “Give me more.”

I slid deeper. Her body opened around me in stages — her tight ring gripping my shaft, yielding, then gripping again as a new inch stretched her. Her ass was a silken vise, hot and oiled and impossibly snug. I watched my cock disappear into her — inch by thick inch — the sight of her virgin hole stretching around my girth one of the most erotic things I’d ever witnessed.

I was halfway inside her and she was shaking like a leaf in wind. Not from pain. From the overwhelming intimacy of what was happening. A man inside a part of her body that no one had ever entered. A threshold crossed that could never be uncrossed.

“Deeper,” she whispered. “I want all of you. I want to feel your balls against me.”

I gripped her hips and pushed until my pelvis pressed against her ass. Fully seated. Every inch of my cock buried in the tight, hot channel of her virgin-no-more asshole. My balls rested against her soaking pussy. She made a sound I’d never heard from any woman — a low, sustained moan that vibrated through her entire body, her head dropping between her arms, her green eyes squeezed shut, her whole frame trembling around me.

“Helena.” I leaned over her back, my chest against her spine, my mouth at her ear. “How does it feel? Tell me what it’s like to have my cock in your ass.”

“Like—” She struggled. Words failing. The composed, articulate woman who always had the right phrase, reduced to fragments. “Like I’ve been waiting for this without knowing it. Like I’ve been holding a door shut for fifty-eight years and finally — finally — letting someone through. You’re so deep. I feel you everywhere. I feel you in my pussy, in my belly, in my throat.”

I began to move. Slow, shallow thrusts. Pulling back an inch — feeling her tight ring grip my shaft, reluctant to let me go — and pressing forward, sinking deep again. Letting her body adjust to each movement, letting the sensation build without overwhelming her.

The tightness was extraordinary. Her ass gripped my cock like a slick, velvet fist, every ridge and contour of her inner walls pressing against me with an intimacy that her pussy couldn’t replicate. Tighter. Hotter. More forbidden. This was different. Deeper somehow. More personal, more exposed, more absolutely surrendered.

She moaned with each stroke. Quiet, refined moans that grew less refined as the sensation intensified. Her composure — the last thread of it, the last of her Crawford composure — unraveled with each thrust of my cock into her virgin-no-more ass. She pressed her face into the pillow and made sounds that her daughters would never have believed their mother capable of. Raw. Primal. Desperate moans and broken whimpers. The voice of a woman who’d held everything together for five decades and was finally letting everything go.

I reached beneath her and found her pussy — drenched, absolutely soaking, her arousal running down her thighs in slick streams. Her clit was swollen and hard, pulsing under my fingertips. I rubbed circles around it in time with my thrusts, double stimulation that made her body convulse.

“Oh God — oh — Nathan — your cock — I can feel every inch—” She was losing language. Helena was surrendering something older than composure. More fundamental. The self-containment she’d built over forty years of being everyone’s pillar — never once permitted to crack.

I increased my pace. Deeper strokes now, pulling back until just my cockhead stretched her tight ring, then driving forward until my balls slapped against her dripping pussy. Her ass had opened for me, accepting me with each thrust, her body surrendering to the rhythm. The oil made every movement smooth and slick, my hips meeting her ass with soft, wet sounds.

Her breasts swayed beneath her, her nipples dragging across the sheets. Her hands twisted the cotton, white-knuckled. Her back arched as she pushed back to meet my thrusts, fucking herself on my cock.

“I never — he never —” She was crying now. Not sobbing. Tears running silently down her face, dripping onto the pillow. “In thirty years of marriage, I never let anyone — and it’s you — the man who—”

“Say it, Helena. Tell me who’s taking your ass.”

“The man who bred my daughters.” The words ripped out of her like a confession, like a prayer. “The man who put babies in both my girls. And I’m giving you the one thing I kept from their father for thirty years. My ass. You’re the first cock that’s ever been inside my ass.”

The rawness of it — the taboo, the generational weight, the absolute trust — hit me in the chest like a physical blow. I gripped her hips hard enough to bruise and drove deeper, fucking her ass with long, deep strokes, and she screamed into the pillow. Her ass clenched around my cock in rhythmic waves. Her pussy gushed against my fingers, her clit throbbing.

Her orgasm built like nothing I’d ever felt. Tectonic. Unstoppable. I felt it in the trembling of her thighs, in the rhythmic clenching of her ass around my shaft, in the way her entire body went rigid, every muscle engaged, every nerve firing. Her pussy was gushing against my fingers, her clit pulsing, her inner walls clenching around nothing — desperate to be filled even as her ass squeezed my cock.

She came with my cock buried in her ass and my hand between her legs. The orgasm ripped through her body with a force that shocked us both — her ass clamping down on my cock so tight I couldn’t move, couldn’t thrust, could only hold myself deep inside her as her body convulsed. Her pussy spasmed, her walls clenching and releasing in violent pulses that I could feel through the thin membrane separating the two channels. Her juices squirted against my palm.

She screamed — not into the pillow this time, but out, into the room, a raw, broken sound torn from somewhere deeper than her throat. Decades of control shattering in a single moment of release. Her body shook for what felt like minutes. Wave after wave, each crest lower than the last but no less intense, her ass milking my cock with involuntary contractions that squeezed and released, squeezed and released, pulling my orgasm from me whether I wanted to give it or not.

I came inside her ass. “Taking it,” I groaned against her neck. “Taking every drop—”

My cock swelled and pulsed, pumping thick ropes of cum into the tight channel of her virgin-no-more body. I groaned through clenched teeth as my orgasm crashed through me, each spurt flooding her with warmth, filling the deepest part of her with my seed. The sensation was overwhelming — the tightness gripping every inch of my shaft, the heat of her ass surrounding me, the raw intimacy of filling a part of her that no one else had ever accessed, ever touched, ever claimed.

She gasped at the feeling — the wet heat spreading inside her, her ass clenching around my pulsing cock, milking out every drop.

“I feel it,” she whispered. “I feel you cumming inside my ass. So warm. So deep.”

We collapsed together. My cock softening inside her, my body draped over hers, both of us breathing like we’d run miles. Sweat and oil and tears mingled on the sheets. The moonlight shifted across the bed as the world continued turning outside our window.

I pulled out gently. She winced — a small, involuntary sound — and I watched my cum leak from her well-fucked ass, thick and white against her pale skin, trailing down toward her still-glistening pussy. The sight of it — the evidence of what we’d done, the claiming of territory she’d kept pristine for fifty-eight years — made my spent cock twitch.

She rolled onto her back and looked at me with green eyes that held everything — wonder, vulnerability, grief, satisfaction, love. All of it. No mask. No composure. No Crawford knowing-smile. Just Helena, stripped to the bone, my cum slowly leaking from her surrendered ass.

“My daughters gave you their wombs,” she said. Her voice was raw, scraped clean by screaming. “I gave you something I kept from their father for thirty years.”

I pulled her against me. She came willingly — curling into my chest, her head on my shoulder, her freckled body pressed against mine. She was still shaking. Small tremors, aftershocks of an orgasm that had unwound decades of self-containment. I held her and felt the tremors slow, the breathing deepen, the body settle into the aftermath.

We lay in silence for a long time. The kind of silence that carries its own weight — not empty, but full. Loaded with everything that had just happened and everything it meant.

“I’m glad I came here,” she said finally.

“So am I,” I said.

She lifted her head and looked at me. The green eyes searched my face with an intensity that was more than post-sex intimacy. She was memorizing me. Learning the planes of my face the way she’d learned Margot’s roses — thoroughly, carefully, with the attention of someone who knew she’d need the memory later.

“You built something remarkable here.” She kissed me. Soft. Lingering. Tasting of tears and wine and the salt of exertion. “Something worth being proud of.”

Helena settled back against my chest. Her fingers traced idle patterns on my skin — circles, lines, the unconscious drawing of a woman whose hands needed to be busy. She was quiet for a long time. Not sleeping. Thinking. Memorizing.

She kissed my collarbone. Then my jaw. Then my mouth, one more time, with a tenderness that felt like goodbye.

I didn’t catch it. I was tired, and warm, and holding a woman who’d given me something no one ever had. I didn’t catch the past tense, the memorizing, the goodbye hidden in tenderness. I let it pass, the way I’d been letting things pass with Helena, and fell asleep with her body against mine.

When I woke at three in the morning, she was gone. The sheets were cold where she’d lain. The pillow still held the impression of her head, and on it, a single strand of strawberry-silver hair caught the moonlight.

I told myself she’d gone back to her room. That she slept better in her own bed. That I’d see her at breakfast.


Chapter 10: Shut Up

Dani showed up for her second consultation in mismatched socks.

I noticed because she’d actually taken her combat boots off at the door — unprompted, without Sofia’s kitchen ultimatum. She padded into the Wellness Wing in one black sock and one purple-striped one, her thick legs bare above them where ripped jean shorts took over. A cropped tee — different band, same disregard for coverage — showed the midriff tattoos I’d traced with my fingers the day before. Her heavy DD-cups swayed braless under the thin cotton, the barbell piercings pressing visible ridges through the fabric.

The smirk was there. But it sat differently on her face now. Less weaponized. More habitual — like a hat she kept reaching for because she’d forgotten she’d already taken it off.

“Round two,” she said, dropping into the chair by the bed. “Any performance notes from management?”

“You forgot to fill out your comment card.”

“One star. Facilities adequate. Staff surprisingly not terrible.” She pulled her legs up, sitting cross-legged in the chair, her thick thighs spreading against the seat. The position gave me a view up the leg of her shorts — the tree-root tattoo extending to her inner thigh, the edge of black cotton underwear. She knew exactly where my gaze had landed and for once didn’t weaponize it.

“You’re staring again.”

“You’re worth staring at.”

A reaction passed through her expression. Quick and unprotected. Not the usual deflection — pleasure, raw and visible. Then she covered it with a shrug.

“Flattery. That’s new. Usually it’s ‘nice tats’ or ‘you’d be pretty if you lost the piercings.’”

“Who the hell said that to you?”

“Every guy I’ve dated since I was twenty.” She said it casually, the way people describe weather — factual, unalterable, not worth discussing. “My ex said the piercings were ‘aggressive.’ He also said the tattoos would scare any kid I had.”

“Your ex sounds like an idiot.”

“He was a dental hygienist from Bend who thought pineapple on pizza was adventurous.” The half-smile returned, but it was warmer. Less blade, more shield. “I have a type.”

“Had.”

“What?”

“Had a type.” I stood from my chair and moved to hers. Leaned down, one hand on each armrest, my face close enough to see the faint purple in her eyeliner, the chip in her lip ring’s finish, the way her dark eyes widened fractionally at the proximity. “Your type just changed.”

“That’s presumptuous.”

“Is it wrong?”

She didn’t answer. Her eyes dropped to my mouth, then my jaw, then the collar of my henley where my pulse probably showed. She swallowed.

“Are we going to talk all day or are you going to fuck me?”

“Both.” I kissed her.

She kissed me back differently than the first time. Yesterday she’d been bracing for transaction — her mouth active but guarded, the performance of participation without the surrender of it. Now she kissed me like she was hungry and had stopped pretending she wasn’t. Her hands grabbed my shirt, pulling me closer. Her tongue pushed past my lips with a directness that was pure Dani — no preamble, no tease, just here I am.

I lifted her from the chair. She was heavier than the slim women I usually carried — solid, thick, her body weight dense with muscle and curves and the kind of substance that made my cock throb. She wrapped her thick thighs around my waist and her arms around my neck, and I carried her to the bed while her mouth worked against mine, her heavy tits crushed against my chest, the barbells of her nipple piercings pressing into me through my shirt.

“You don’t have to carry me,” she said against my lips. “I’m not exactly a pixie.”

“I know exactly what you are.” I squeezed her ass through her jean shorts, feeling the heavy cheeks fill my palms to overflowing. “And I can carry it.”

I laid her on the bed and stripped her. The cropped tee first — pulling it over her head, her tits dropping free with a heavy sway that made my mouth water. Natural DD-cups, heavy and full, with large dark nipples already hard and straining. The silver barbells caught every light source in the room, glinting against the dark flesh of her areolas. She lay back and let me look, arms behind her head, a pose that was half defiance and half invitation. The sternum mandala tattoo sat between those magnificent tits like a medallion. Her soft belly rose and fell with breaths that were slightly faster than she probably wanted them to be.

I pulled off the jean shorts and the mismatched socks. Left the black underwear for last — peeling the cotton down thick thighs that trembled slightly at my touch, past the tree-root tattoo that curved toward her inner leg, past the powerful calves, over feet that were small for her frame. A wet spot darkened the crotch of her underwear — evidence of her arousal that she couldn’t hide.

She lay naked on the white sheets, a landscape of ink and pale skin and heavy curves. The series’ first truly thick woman. Her wide hips. Her soft belly that she didn’t try to suck in. Her heavy, swaying tits with their pierced nipples. And between her thighs — her pussy, pink and swollen, framed by a neat strip of dark hair.

That ass. Even lying down, it was prominent — the cheeks spreading against the mattress, round and full, the flesh yielding to the surface beneath her. I rolled her onto her stomach and the full effect hit me. Two heavy, perfect globes rising from the small of her back, pale and round and impossibly grabbable. Enough ass to redefine a room’s priorities. Enough ass to make me understand why men searched this body type specifically. Tattooed vines curled over her left hip, framing the curve like a work of art.

I traced the vine with my finger. She shivered, goosebumps rising across her pale skin.

“You like the art,” she said into the pillow. Not a question. An observation.

“I like the canvas.” My hands spread across her back piece — the garden of skulls and flowers she’d spent three years building. My rough, calloused fingers followed the ink, tracing petals and bone, the contrast of my work-hardened skin against her soft illustrated surface. She made small sounds as I read her body’s autobiography — a hitch when I found a sensitive spot along her ribs, a sigh when I pressed into the muscle of her lower back, a sharp inhale when my hands traveled to her ass and gripped.

“I’ve been thinking about this ass since you walked up those porch steps,” I said. I squeezed hard, watching the pale flesh yield between my fingers. “Best ass I’ve ever seen.”

“It’s my primary feature. According to the internet and also mirrors.”

“The internet’s right for once.” I squeezed both cheeks, feeling the mass of them, the warm weight filling my hands to overflowing. More ass than I could grip. More ass than I knew what to do with. I pulled them apart and watched her pussy glisten between her thighs — wet already, her dark lips swollen and parted, her arousal visible and obvious. “Turn over. I need to taste you.”

She rolled, and I settled between her thighs. Her legs fell open — heavy, warm, her thick thighs pressing against my shoulders with a weight that grounded me. I kissed her inner thigh, following the tattoo roots toward her center, my stubble scraping her sensitive skin. She smelled like herself — skin and arousal, no perfume, no pretense. Just the musky scent of a woman who wanted to be fucked.

My tongue found her clit and she grabbed my hair hard enough to hurt.

“Fuck — you just—” The sarcasm loaded. I felt it coming — some clever deflection to distance herself from how good it felt. I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked hard, flattening my tongue against the swollen nub, and the sentence evaporated into a moan. Her hips bucked against my face. Her thick thighs clamped around my head. The pierced nipples pointed at the ceiling as her back arched, her heavy tits swaying.

I ate her out with deliberate attention. Not fast — she’d get fast later. I wanted her unraveled first. Wanted the defenses offline before I was inside her. I worked her with my tongue and my fingers — two sliding into her soaking pussy, curling against her front wall, feeling her tight walls grip me. My other hand reached up and found a pierced nipple. The barbell was warm from her body heat. I rolled it between my thumb and forefinger, then tugged gently.

She hissed. “Fuck — that’s — the piercings make them—”

“Sensitive?” I tugged harder and she moaned. “I noticed.”

“You don’t have to pretend you’re not enjoying this,” I said against her pussy, my words vibrating against her clit.

“Shut up.” She said it reflexively. Then caught herself. Her dark eyes opened and found mine from between her thighs. “I mean — just—”

“Shut up?”

“Yeah.” Quieter. The attitude gone. The smirk gone. Just Dani, her thick thighs around my head, her pussy dripping onto my chin. “Just… keep going. Please.”

I kept going. Worked her clit with increasing pressure, sucking and licking, my fingers pumping into her tight pussy, feeling her walls grip and release. Her juices coated my hand. Her arousal soaked my chin. Her orgasm built differently than last time — slower, deeper, her body accepting the pleasure instead of being ambushed by it.

She came with a long, low groan that vibrated through her whole body. Her pussy clamped down on my fingers in rhythmic contractions, squeezing and milking, her juices flooding my palm. Her thick thighs pressed together around my head hard enough to hurt, trapping me against her pulsing cunt while she rode out the waves.

I didn’t wait for recovery. Stripped off my shirt and kicked off my jeans, my cock springing free — hard, thick, already leaking pre-cum. I climbed over her and her dark eyes opened, hazy from the orgasm, tracking down my body to where my cock jutted toward her.

“Same as yesterday?” she asked. The question was stripped of irony. Honest. She was asking what I wanted, and the fact that she cared was its own breakthrough.

“Not the same.” I positioned myself at her entrance, notching my cockhead against her slick, swollen lips. Her pussy was drenched, her arousal coating my shaft before I’d even entered. “Yesterday you were here for a transaction. Today you’re here because you want to be.”

“That’s—” She stopped. Swallowed. Her pussy clenched against my cockhead. “That’s not inaccurate.”

I pushed inside.

She was tight. Tighter than her thick body suggested — her walls gripping my cock as I sank into her wet heat. Her body opened for me differently than it had twenty-four hours ago. Less surprise, more welcome. Her heavy thighs gripped my hips, pulling me deeper, her soft belly pressing against my stomach as I bottomed out. My cock was buried in her completely, her pussy stretched around my girth, her clit pressed against my pubic bone.

The sensation was overwhelming — her tight, wet cunt wrapped around my cock, her heavy DD-cups crushed against my chest, the nipple piercings dragging across my skin with each breath, her thick arms around my shoulders, her weight beneath me solid and real.

“God,” she breathed. “You fill me up. Like, actually fill me. I feel you everywhere.”

“I know.” I started moving. Slow, deep strokes. Pulling back until just my cockhead stretched her entrance, then driving forward until my balls pressed against her ass. Feeling every inch of her body against mine. Heavy. Warm. Present. The experience of being inside a truly thick woman who was actually there, not performing, not deflecting.

She moved with me. Her wide hips rising to meet each thrust, her rhythm matching mine. Two bodies finding the frequency that worked — honest, unhurried, real. Her pussy gripped my cock with each withdrawal, reluctant to let me go.

I gripped her thick thigh and pulled it higher, changing the angle. She gasped — a real gasp, nothing performed. I pulled the other thigh up and her legs locked behind my back, her heavy ass lifting off the mattress, opening her completely. My cock drove into her at a new depth that made us both groan.

“Right there,” she said. No sarcasm. No smirk. Just Dani, telling me what she needed. “Don’t change — right there — you’re hitting—”

“Your spot.” I drove into her at that exact angle. Steady. Hard. Each thrust met by the soft cushion of her body — her belly yielding against mine, her tits bouncing between us, her thick thighs gripping my hips. Everything about her was warmth and weight and real. I reached between us and found her clit, swollen and slick.

“I’m going to—” She bit her lip. The lip ring caught between her teeth. “Fuck. Already. I’m—”

“Let it happen. Cum on my cock.”

She came hard. Her pussy clamped around my cock in violent contractions, gripping and releasing, milking my shaft. Her thick thighs crushed my hips, her legs pulling me deeper, her back arching off the bed. She didn’t scream this time. She went silent — mouth open, eyes squeezed shut, every muscle locked in the grip of an orgasm that stripped away the last performance.

The silence was louder than any sound. Every smart remark gone. Just Dani, her pussy pulsing around my cock, her body shaking beneath mine, undone by pleasure she hadn’t budgeted for.

“I want you on top,” I said when the aftershocks eased. My cock was still hard inside her, still throbbing.

She hesitated. A flash of something I hadn’t seen from her — self-consciousness. The thick girl’s reflex. The awareness that her body on top of a man was a lot of body, a lot of weight, a lot of her.

“I’m heavy,” she said. It came out before she could stop it.

“I know.” I gripped her wide hips and pulled her onto me. She straddled me with thick thighs on either side, her weight settling against my hips, my cock sliding back into her soaking pussy. She was right — she was heavy. Her thick body settled onto mine with a solidity that was different from every other woman I’d been with.

I felt her thick thighs pressing against my sides. Her soft belly against my stomach. Her heavy tits swaying above me as she found her balance. Her pussy gripping my cock, wet and tight, the full weight of her pressing me into the mattress. It felt incredible. Grounded. Real in a way that skinny women never managed.

“Good?” she asked. Uncertain. Vulnerable in a way the sarcasm had never let her be.

“Incredible.” I gripped her ass from beneath — both hands full and overflowing, the heavy cheeks spilling between my fingers like I was grabbing handfuls of warm flesh. “Best seat in the house. Now ride me.”

She moved. Her hips rolled with a confidence that built quickly once she saw my face — the way my jaw clenched, the way my hands gripped her ass harder, the way my cock throbbed inside her with every roll of her hips. She planted her hands on my chest and rode me with increasing urgency, her weight bouncing on my cock, those DD-cups swinging heavily above me, the pierced nipples flashing silver with every swing.

The view was extraordinary. Her thick, tattooed body in motion — the sleeve art rippling as her muscles worked, the sternum mandala rising and falling between her swaying tits, her soft belly pressing against mine with each downstroke. Her violet-streaked hair fell across her face, the heavy eyeliner smudged to hell, the dark lipstick kissed away, the lip ring bright against her gasping mouth.

“Your cock is—” She rolled her hips faster, grinding down on me, taking me deeper. “I can’t — you hit different when I’m—”

“When you’re on top. When your weight is driving you down onto me.”

“Yeah.” She was breathless. The sarcasm wasn’t even trying to surface anymore. “It’s deeper. I can feel every inch. The angle — you’re hitting my spot with every—”

“Cum on my cock, Dani. Let me feel that thick pussy squeeze me.”

She didn’t argue. Didn’t deflect. She grabbed my hands and pressed them harder against her ass, grinding down on me with her full weight, and came. Her pussy clamped around my cock in heavy, milking contractions, squeezing and releasing, pulling at my shaft. Her thick body shuddered on top of mine, her head thrown back, her heavy tits swaying, a strangled sound escaping her throat that she couldn’t name and couldn’t suppress. Her juices flooded around my cock, running down to my balls.

The weight of her orgasm — the physical weight, her thick body pressing down, her powerful thighs clamping against my hips — was the most grounded, present, real thing I’d felt in weeks.

“Your turn,” she whispered when the shuddering eased. Her hips still moving. Slow rolls that kept me deep. “Cum inside me. Fill me up. Give me what I came for.”

I gripped her wide hips, planted my feet on the mattress, and fucked up into her. Hard. Fast. Her tits bounced violently, the piercings glinting, her ass slapping against my thighs with each thrust. The wet sounds of my cock driving into her soaking pussy filled the room. She braced herself on my chest and took it — took all of it, matching my rhythm, her thick body absorbing the impact with a solid pleasure that lighter women couldn’t replicate.

“Breed me,” she gasped. “Pump me full. I want your cum in my womb.”

I came deep inside her. My cock swelled and pulsed, flooding her pussy with thick ropes of hot cum as I groaned through clenched teeth. She moaned at the warmth spreading inside her — feeling each spurt, each jet of seed filling her, the breeding she’d come here for. The genetics she’d evaluated. The conception that might or might not take root in her thick, beautiful body.

She stayed on top of me, keeping me inside, her pussy squeezing rhythmically to milk every drop. Her internal muscles worked my shaft, clenching and releasing, determined to keep all my cum deep inside her where it belonged.

“Good genetics,” she said.

I laughed. Couldn’t help it. And for the first time, she laughed too — a real laugh, not a smirk or a huff, but a genuine, surprised sound that came from a place she usually kept locked.

We lay tangled for a while. My hands tracing her tattoos in the silence. The ouroboros on her hip. The garden on her back. The tree roots on her thigh. My calloused fingers reading her skin like a map to a country I’d only just discovered.

“You don’t have to trace them,” she said quietly. “You already know what they look like.”

“I’m not reading them. I’m remembering them.”

She looked at me. The same unnamed expression from the first time surfaced in her dark eyes — raw, unguarded, gone before she could catalog it. Then she rolled off me, stood, and dressed with efficient disinterest. Walls rebuilt, battle stations resumed.

She stopped at the door. Turned. Extended her hand.

“Thanks for the genetic material.”

I took her hand. Shook it. Her grip was firm, her rings cold against my fingers, her dark eyes holding mine with the direct, unflinching honesty of a woman who respected realness above all else.

“Good luck, Dani.”

“I don’t need luck.” The smirk was back. But it was warm now. Different. A smirk she was wearing because she liked how it felt, not because she needed the protection. “I need a kid and maybe a longer playlist for the drive home. Got any recommendations?”

“Ask Sofia. She has opinions about music.”

“She has opinions about everything.” Dani dropped my hand. “Your cook is terrifying. In a good way.”

She walked out. Down the hallway, past the study, through the foyer where her combat boots sat by the door. She laced them up. Grabbed her duffel bag. Didn’t linger over the antique wallpaper or the crystal vase of Helena’s roses or the mismatched china she’d mocked on arrival.

I followed her to the porch. She descended the steps, crossed the gravel to her rental car, and tossed the duffel in the back seat. The music started before the engine did — loud, distorted, the same screaming-or-singing she’d arrived with.

She got in. The car idled for a moment. Then it pulled forward, crunching gravel, and headed for the road.

No wave. No second glance. No tears, no lingering, no sentiment. That was Dani.

Real, though. In her own way.

The rental disappeared behind the tree line, and I stood on the porch with my hands in my pockets and my cum drying on my cock and the memory of a thick, tattooed woman laughing without pretense for the first time.



Yuki found me in the kitchen thirty minutes later.

She stood in the doorway, holding something. Not a clipboard — she’d abandoned that weeks ago. A small white stick with two pink lines.

“It’s confirmed,” she said.

Her voice was steady. Clinical. The fertility specialist reporting results. But her eyes — dark, intelligent, usually analytical to a fault — were shining.

“I ran three tests this morning,” she continued, coming fully into the kitchen. She wore a simple linen dress, her asymmetrical bob tucked behind one ear, her reading glasses — the ones she didn’t need, the comfort object — pushed up on top of her head. “Two standard hCG strips and a digital. All positive. I then calculated my beta-hCG progression based on implantation timing and—” She stopped. Took a breath. “I’m pregnant.”

Something in the way she said it — not the clinical recitation but the two words at the end, bare and unguarded — dissolved the professional distance she’d been maintaining. She looked at the test in her hand like she’d just discovered something she’d studied for fifteen years without ever truly understanding.

“I’ve helped hundreds of women see these lines,” she said. “I’ve explained the biochemistry, the statistical probability, the gestational timeline. I’ve held their hands and told them what happens next.” She looked up at me. “I didn’t know what it felt like. I didn’t know it felt like this.”

I crossed the kitchen and pulled her into my arms. She was small against me — petite, her head barely reaching my chin, her elegant surgeon’s hands pressing flat against my chest. She didn’t cry. Yuki wasn’t a crier. She just stood in my arms and breathed, processing the transition from expert to patient, from advisor to participant, from the woman who explained pregnancy to the woman who was pregnant.

“How far along?” I asked.

“Approximately two weeks from conception. Four weeks gestational.” She pulled back, wiping her eyes with clinical efficiency — one swipe, done. “Which means I conceived during my consultation. First attempt. Statistically fortunate, though not improbable given optimal timing.”

“Or maybe it wasn’t just timing.”

She looked at me. The analytical expression softened, and something warmer surfaced — the Yuki who’d dropped her clipboard mid-orgasm, the Yuki who’d whispered it’s not just hormones in the afterglow. “Maybe not.”

The household found out at lunch.

Sofia screamed. Actual screaming — the Latina joy that expressed itself in volume. She pulled Yuki into a hug that buried the smaller woman in massive, lactating breasts and a nineteen-week bump, rocking her side to side while Yuki’s feet left the floor.

“Mi doctora, pregnant!” Sofia crowed. “Another one! Nathan, you are — how do you say — you are dangerous, papi. Dangerous.”

Catherine embraced Yuki with the composed warmth of someone who’d walked this road first. “Welcome to the club,” she said quietly. “It only gets stranger from here.”

Linda’s eyes glistened behind her sharp composure. “I’ll add you to the prenatal schedule. Dr. Tanaka, please provide your preferred vitamin regimen in writing by this evening.” She paused. “Congratulations.”

Astrid nodded. “Efficient. First attempt. Impressive odds.”

The Countess inclined her head with aristocratic approval. “The House of Eichenwald recognizes another heir. This calls for celebration.” She paused. “Non-alcoholic celebration. Obviously.”

Helena smiled.

She sat at the end of the mahogany table, her usual position, her green eyes warm as she watched Yuki accept congratulations from every direction. Her smile was genuine — I could see that. Real happiness for a woman she’d come to care about.

“Congratulations,” Helena said. Simple. Direct. The way she said most things.

But I caught something behind her eyes. A flicker — quick, almost invisible, gone before I could name it. Not jealousy. Not bitterness. Something quieter. A window closing. A woman watching another light turn on in a house where her room would always stay dark.

She held the smile. Sipped her tea. Watched the celebration with the patient, knowing gaze she brought to everything.

I noticed it. That flicker. That window closing.

I should have opened it. Should have asked what it meant. Should have crossed the room and held the woman who couldn’t participate in the one thing that united everyone else at the table.

I didn’t. I was surrounded by joy and congratulations and Sofia’s screaming and the simple biological fact of six pregnant women in one household, and I let the moment carry me.


Chapter 11: What We Are

Catherine booked the resort on a Tuesday.

She called me into the study with the focused energy of a CEO closing a deal, her laptop open on the desk, spreadsheets visible behind a browser full of resort tabs. At nearly nineteen weeks pregnant, she’d replaced the designer suits with flowing dresses, but the boardroom intensity was unchanged. Some things went deeper than wardrobe.

“I found it,” she said. “Private villa compound in the Dominican Republic. Eight bedrooms, a private beach, full staff. The owner is a former client of mine — he owes me three favors and I’m cashing in two of them.”

“How much?”

“The Countess insisted on paying. She’s already wired the deposit.” Catherine turned the laptop toward me. The screen showed whitewashed villas cascading toward turquoise water, bougainvillea spilling over stone walls, a private garden where a ceremony could take place under a canopy of flowering trees. “It’s available next week. We’d fly out Thursday, ceremony Saturday, fly back Monday.”

“That’s fast.”

“I’ve been planning for two weeks. It only feels fast because I haven’t told you all the details.” She pulled up another tab — a spreadsheet, because of course it was a spreadsheet. “Flights booked. Villa confirmed. I’ve drafted a ceremony structure based on Helena’s suggestions — personal vows, no officiant, outdoor setting. Sofia’s handling food for the reception. Astrid has everyone’s passport copies. Linda is coordinating travel logistics. Margarethe is covering all costs.”

She’d organized a commitment ceremony the way she’d organized corporate acquisitions — every variable accounted for, every contingency addressed. I felt a swell of something that wasn’t arousal or even love, exactly. It was admiration. For the woman who’d arrived at this inn as a terrified CEO hiding behind designer walls, who’d cried during her first orgasm, who’d stayed when she could have left, who’d become the architect of a family that no legal framework could accommodate.

“What do I need to do?” I asked.

“Write your vows.” She met my eyes. “One set for each of us. Personal. Specific. Not generic declarations of love. Something that says: I see you. I know who you are. I choose you specifically.”

“Six sets of vows.”

“Seven, if—” She paused. Recalculated. “Six women in the household. Plus Helena.” She watched my face. “You want Helena there.”

“I want Helena there.”

“Then seven.” She returned to the spreadsheet, adding a row with brisk efficiency. “Helena Crawford. I’ll add her name to the flight booking.”



That afternoon, I called the Crawford twins.

I used the study phone, the old landline that Margot had installed decades ago and that I’d never gotten around to replacing. Something felt right about using the inn’s own phone for this — the connection running through Willow Creek’s bones, through the walls Margot had dreamed between.

Isabelle answered on the first ring. “You’re on speaker. Victoria’s here.”

“Both of you.”

“Both of us.” Isabelle’s voice was clipped, efficient, the competitive energy audible even through the phone line. “What’s happening? Mom being weird? She’s being weird, right?”

“Your mother’s fine. I’m calling because—”

“The ceremony,” Victoria said. Soft, warm, already emotional. “Catherine texted me the details. She shouldn’t have — I think she wanted it to be your call — but she’s excited and I love her for it.”

Then Victoria broke. A happy sob — sudden, uncontained, the kind of crying that comes from the chest, not the eyes. “You’re making it official,” she managed through the tears. “All of you. I can’t — I’m so happy for—” Her voice dissolved into wet, joyful sounds that made Isabelle groan in the background.

“She’s been like this since Catherine’s text,” Isabelle said. “Two hours of happy crying. I’ve gone through a box of tissues just being in the same room.”

“I’m fine,” Victoria sniffled. “I’m perfect. These are happy tears.”

“I wanted to tell you both myself.”

“Consider us told,” Isabelle said. “And before you ask — we can’t come.”

The silence on Victoria’s end — her crying hitching into something heavier — told me the decision hadn’t been easy.

“My OB grounded me,” Victoria explained, her voice still thick from the tears. “Minor spotting episode two days ago. Nothing dangerous — she said it’s common at fifteen weeks — but she doesn’t want me flying. Bed rest, lots of water, no stress. Which means no traveling.”

“And I’m not leaving her.” Isabelle’s voice lost its competitive edge, replaced by something rawer. “She’s my sister. She’s fifteen weeks pregnant and scared. I’m staying.”

“Isabelle—”

“Don’t argue with me, Nathan. You won’t win and it’ll waste both our time.” A beat. “Besides, someone has to keep Victoria from panicking every time the baby kicks weird.”

“It doesn’t kick weird. It kicks perfectly normally. The doctor said—”

“The doctor said you need to stay calm and stop Googling symptoms at two in the morning.”

The sisters’ bickering was so familiar — the Crawford dynamic I’d seen up close, competition and love indistinguishable — that it made me smile despite the disappointment.

“I wanted you there,” I said.

“We know.” Victoria’s voice cracked. “We want to be there. When you do the vows, can you — maybe call us? We could listen on speaker. It’s not the same, but—”

“We’ll call.”

“Promise me.” Victoria again, the twin who needed promises, who needed to know she was included even from a distance. “Promise you’ll save us a place.”

“I promise.”

“Save us a spot for next time, too,” Isabelle added. “Whatever next time looks like. We’re not missing the next one. And send photos — I want to see every single one of you crying.”

“Deal.”

“And Nathan?” Isabelle’s voice dropped. Serious. “Take care of Mom. She’s being strange and she won’t tell us why.”

The connection went dead. I sat in the study for a minute, Isabelle’s last words ringing. Take care of Mom. She’s being strange.

Helena’s suitcase, packed by the door. Helena’s hand on her flat stomach. Helena’s past tense.

I noted it. I was noting too many things and acting on too few.



That evening, the household gathered in the study for the final commitment conversation.

Catherine stood at the head of the room again, but this time she wasn’t in CEO mode. She was in something closer to mother-of-the-family mode — warm, grounded, her hand resting on her bump, her freckles visible in the lamplight. She’d printed an itinerary (of course she had) and distributed copies.

“Thursday: flights out of Burlington at nine AM. Arrival in the Dominican Republic by early afternoon. Friday: settling in, rehearsal walk-through, dinner together. Saturday: ceremony at sunset. Sunday: recovery. Monday: we fly home.”

“What about morning sickness?” Astrid asked practically. “Some of us are still dealing with nausea during flights.”

“Ginger tablets, acupressure bands, and window seats,” Yuki said immediately. The newly confirmed pregnant doctor, clipboard-less but still operational. “I’ll prepare a travel pharmacy.”

“What about what we wear?” Sofia asked. Her brown eyes were wide, eager, both palms cradling the heavy swell of her belly. “I don’t have anything that fits anymore. Nothing fits. My tits—”

“I’ve arranged a fitting with a designer friend in Boston,” Catherine said. “Saturday morning, day before departure. She specializes in maternity formal wear. Every one of us gets a custom piece.”

“Consider the entire affair a wedding gift from the House of Eichenwald,” Margarethe said from her wing chair. Her ice-blue eyes swept the room with quiet authority. “Wardrobe, travel, accommodations — all of it. No woman in my household attends a ceremony in off-the-rack.”

“It’s not your household,” Sofia muttered.

“All households with Eichenwald funding are Eichenwald households. It’s in our charter.” The Countess paused. “That was a joke. The charter doesn’t mention fertility inns.”

Linda, standing by the window, cleared her throat. “I need to address logistics for the inn during our absence. I’ve arranged for a temporary property manager — Mrs. Dawson, from the historical society. She’s handled the inn before, during Margot’s time. She knows the building, knows the schedule, knows to keep the waitlist binder locked.”

“Four days without Nathan,” Sofia said, looking at me. “Four days of just us and a beach.”

“And six pregnancies and a commitment ceremony and presumably some sleep,” Astrid added.

“Sleep is optional on a honeymoon.”

“It’s not a honeymoon until after the ceremony.”

“Then it’s a pre-honeymoon. An anticipatory honeymoon.”

I let them debate. My eyes had drifted to Helena.

She sat in her usual position — the straight-backed chair near the door, slightly apart from the group. But tonight she wasn’t observing with detachment. She was engaged. Leaning forward, following the conversation, her green eyes bright with interest.

“Helena?” Catherine turned to her. “You’ve been quiet.”

“I’ve been listening.” Helena smiled — warm, wide, the full Crawford smile that made her look ten years younger. “And I think it’s wonderful. Every detail. The villa, the vows, the timing.”

“You helped design it,” I said.

“I made suggestions. Catherine executed them beautifully.” She looked around the room — at Sofia’s eager belly, Catherine’s composed authority, Linda’s precise attention, Astrid’s practical calm, Margarethe’s aristocratic investment, Yuki’s quiet scientific joy. “This is what I meant. Something new. Something that’s yours.”

“Ours,” Catherine corrected. “All of ours. Including yours.”

Helena’s smile held. Steady. Warm. Completely convincing.

“Including mine,” she said.

Catherine turned back to the itinerary. “I’ve booked eight seats on the nine AM flight. Nathan, Sofia, myself, Linda, Astrid, Margarethe, Yuki — and Helena. Aisle seats for the pregnant women. Nathan gets the middle.” She smiled at me. “The man always gets the middle.”

“I’ve survived worse.”

“Names are confirmed,” Linda said, making a note. “I’ll have boarding passes printed by tomorrow. Everyone: passports to me by tonight. No exceptions.”

“Helena?” Catherine looked up from the itinerary. “Passport?”

“I’ll bring it down after dinner.” Helena’s voice was smooth. Easy. “It’s in my room.”

In her suitcase. The suitcase that had never been unpacked. I noticed. I always noticed with Helena. But I let it pass, the way I’d been letting things pass for two weeks.



After the meeting, the household dispersed into the comfortable chaos of an evening at Willow Creek. Sofia cooked — something elaborate, a celebration of Yuki’s confirmed pregnancy that she’d been planning since the announcement. The kitchen filled with the smell of mole and fresh tortillas and the greenhouse herbs she grew specifically for nights like this. Laughter drifted through the house. Margarethe and Yuki walked the garden, their unlikely bond deepening. Linda organized the travel documents with military precision. Astrid stretched on the back deck, her small bump visible in the sunset light.

Catherine found me in the nursery wing.

I was working on the crown molding — half-installed, the precise mitred corners I’d been cutting between everything else for weeks. The smell of sawdust and fresh paint filled the corridor. Three rooms, side by side, that would hold cribs within months. I ran my hand along the walnut trim, checking the joints, finding one that needed sanding.

“Nathan.”

I looked up. Catherine stood in the doorway, cradling the underside of her belly, her hair loose, her freckles dark against her pale skin. She’d cried earlier during the meeting — quiet tears she’d wiped away before anyone noticed. Almost anyone.

“What does this actually look like?” I asked. “The ceremony. In your head.”

She crossed the room and put her hand on my chest. “Small. Warm. Somewhere with open sky and no one watching.” Her voice slipped into the planning register I recognized from her CEO years, but softer. More personal. “Individual vows. You to each of us, each of us to you. Not simultaneous — private. One at a time, so every woman hears only her words. Then a group vow afterward, all of us together, something that binds the family as a whole.”

“Six individual vows.” I touched her bump. “Seven, maybe.”

“Seven.” She covered my hand with hers. “The order doesn’t matter. What matters is that each one is real. Not generic. Not a template you repeat six times with a different name. Each woman needs to hear the thing only she would understand.”

“How do you hold all of us — each of us individually, all of us collectively — and not lose yourself?”

She asked it quietly. The CEO was gone. Just Catherine, with her freckles and her fears.

“I don’t hold you. You hold yourselves. I just don’t let go.”

“That’s either very wise or complete nonsense.”

“Probably both.”

She kissed me. Soft, pregnant, the bump pressing between us. I tasted the salt of earlier tears on her lips.

“Write good vows,” she whispered. “Write something that makes me cry and makes Sofia scream and makes Linda show emotion in public.”

“That last one might require divine intervention.”

“You’re the closest thing to divine intervention any of us have.” She kissed my jaw. Then left, her bare feet quiet on the hallway hardwood.



That night, the porch.

Helena appeared the way she always appeared — quietly, without announcement, carrying a glass of wine she probably shouldn’t have been drinking given the late hour. She sat in the rocker next to mine and looked at the stars.

For a while, neither of us spoke. The night sounds of Vermont filled the silence — crickets, a distant owl, the settling groans of the old house. The hot tub bubbled softly on the deck. Through the windows, lamplight glowed from various rooms where women were packing and planning and growing babies.

“What am I in this family?”

Her voice was calm. Conversational. But the question was a blade.

I turned to look at her. She sat in the moonlight, her strawberry-silver hair loose, her green eyes reflecting the stars. The silk robe — the same dove gray from that night in the kitchen — was tied loosely, showing the line of her collarbone, the freckled skin I’d kissed.

“What do you mean?”

“Sofia is the mother. The nurturer. She feeds everyone, literally and figuratively.” Helena counted them off, finger by finger. “Catherine is the wife. The organizer, the CEO of the family. She makes it work. Linda is the keeper. The guardian of the inn, the one who remembers everything, the operational spine. Astrid is the calm. The steady one, the peacemaker, the woman who never adds drama because she doesn’t understand drama. The Countess brings legacy — history, resources, the weight of centuries that makes this feel legitimate instead of improvised. Yuki brings science — the medical oversight, the clinical expertise, the rational voice.”

She paused. Looked at me.

“What do I bring?”

“Helena—”

“I’m asking seriously. Each of those women has a function. A role. A reason for being here that goes beyond — beyond sentiment. They’re pregnant. They’re building something. They have futures in this house that include children and nursing and growing old together.”

Her voice was steady but the cracks were visible now — fine lines in glass that had been stressed too many times.

“I’m fifty-eight. I can’t get pregnant. I can’t lactate. I can’t build a nursery or contribute to the next generation. I’m the mother of two women who are part of this family, but being a mother-in-law or grandmother or whatever the correct term is — that’s a relationship to the family, not a role in it.”

“You bring wisdom,” I said. “Perspective. You see the whole picture. You see things I miss and connections I don’t make.”

She waited. I continued.

“You bring connection to your daughters. Through you, Isabelle and Victoria are present even when they’re not here. You’re the bridge. You bring understanding of what this place means — Margot’s vision, the history, the original dream that I inherited without context.” I reached across the space between our rockers and took her hand. “And you bring yourself. Helena Crawford. Who you are. Which is a woman I care about, who my children’s siblings will call grandmother, who helped design a ceremony she—”

I stopped. Something in her face.

She squeezed my hand. Then released it.

“Margot told me about this place, you know,” she said. “Years ago. A house where women could come to be fulfilled. Not just sexually, not just reproductively. Fulfilled.” She looked at the garden — the roses she’d been tending, the beds she’d weeded, the paths she’d walked every morning. “I didn’t believe her. I thought it was romantic nonsense. An old woman’s fantasy.”

“When did she tell you?”

“Before she died. We corresponded for years.” Helena stood. Walked to the porch railing. Looked out at the dark garden where the roses nodded in a slight breeze. “She had a plan for this place. I didn’t understand it then.” She paused. “Now I’ve seen it. And it bloomed beyond anything either of us imagined.”

She turned back. Smiled. The full, warm, Crawford smile.

“I’m proud of you, Nathan.” She crossed back to my chair and kissed my cheek. Her lips were warm. Her hair brushed my shoulder, strawberry-silver threads catching the lamplight from the window. “Give them a beautiful ceremony.”

“Helena.”

“Goodnight.”

She walked inside. Straight-backed, composed, unhurried. The silk robe whispering against her legs, her bare feet silent on the hardwood. She didn’t turn around.

I sat in the rocker and tried to name what I was feeling. The conversation had been good — real, honest, an exchange that deepened a relationship. She’d told me about Margot. She’d asked hard questions and received real answers. She’d said she was proud.

So why did it feel like goodbye?

I pushed the thought away. Went inside. Passed Helena’s door on the way to my room. Closed. No light visible beneath. Quiet.

If I’d stopped. If I’d knocked. If I’d asked.

But I didn’t. I went to my room and started writing vows for seven women.

I wrote until two AM. Fell asleep with the pen in my hand.

Somewhere down the hall, a suitcase that had never been unpacked was finally serving its purpose.


Chapter 12: The Empty Seat

The morning of the trip started with organized chaos.

Sofia had been up since five, packing snacks. “Pregnant women need to eat every two hours, Nathan. Every two hours. I’m not trusting airplane food to keep six babies alive.” She’d filled an entire carry-on with containers — excessive preparation that was pure Sofia, love expressed through calories. Fruit, granola bars, cheese wrapped in wax paper, homemade tortilla chips, a thermos of her green smoothie that allegedly improved everything from nausea to mood. The kitchen smelled like the inside of a delicatessen.

Catherine’s checklist lived on her phone. She stood in the foyer in a flowing linen travel dress, her nineteen-week bump visible, scrolling through confirmations. “Flights confirmed. Villa confirmed. Driver meeting us at the airport. Fitting appointment rescheduled to Saturday morning — designer is flying in. Dinner reservation at the villa’s private restaurant.”

“There’s a private restaurant?” Astrid asked, carrying a folder of passport copies.

“It’s a private villa compound. Everything is private.” Catherine looked up. “That’s the point.”

Linda had already made two calls to Mrs. Dawson — the temporary property manager — and was on her third when I came downstairs. “The waitlist binder stays locked. If anyone calls about new bookings, take a message. Do not confirm anything. The boiler needs checking Thursday evening — Nathan will leave instructions on the fridge.”

I’d taped the boiler instructions to the fridge at midnight. Two pages of careful notes, because the boiler was forty years old and temperamental, and Mrs. Dawson’s idea of maintenance was calling someone competent, which wouldn’t be me for four days.

Margarethe’s luggage took up half the hallway. Nine matched pieces in olive leather with brass fittings, each monogrammed with the Eichenwald crest — down from her usual seventeen, which she considered roughing it. The Countess stood among them in a traveling suit that cost more than my truck, directing their arrangement with the imperial precision of a woman accustomed to moving through airports as though they were personal terminals.

“The small case stays with me,” she said. “It contains the ceremony rings.”

We all stopped. Turned.

“Rings?” Catherine asked.

“From the Eichenwald collection.” Margarethe opened the small case with a key she wore around her neck. Inside, nestled in velvet, sat seven bands — simple, elegant, each slightly different. Gold, silver, rose gold, platinum. Not diamond engagement rings. Something subtler. Meaningful.

“Margarethe—” My voice caught.

“They belonged to women in my family who chose unconventional paths.” Her ice-blue eyes were steady, but her voice cracked at the edges. “A countess who married a commoner. A duchess who refused to marry at all. A princess who loved two men and honored both. These rings have stories. They deserve new ones.”

Sofia started crying. Pregnancy hormones and genuine emotion tangled into the same wet sound. Catherine reached for Margarethe’s hand. Astrid nodded, her jaw tight. Yuki blinked rapidly behind the reading glasses she didn’t need.

Linda said nothing. Her silence was its own statement. Fifteen years of guarding this place, and now it was giving her something she’d never thought she’d have.

“We need to leave in forty minutes,” Catherine said, wiping her eyes. “Everyone: bags in the foyer. Nathan, can you help Helena with hers?”

I climbed the stairs.

Helena’s room was at the end of the second-floor corridor, past the linen closet that Priya had once ambushed me in, past the bathroom where the old pipes groaned every morning. Her door was closed. I knocked.

No answer.

“Helena? We need to get moving. Catherine’s got us on a tight—”

Silence.

I knocked again. Harder. “Helena?”

Nothing. Not the silence of someone sleeping or showering. The silence of absence. An empty room broadcasting its emptiness through the closed door.

I opened it.

The bed was made. Perfectly. Hospital corners. Pillows aligned. The kind of pristine bed-making that Linda would have done — deliberate, precise, a final act of care for a space you were leaving forever.

The dresser was bare. The closet was open and empty. No silk robes hanging from the hook on the bathroom door. No gardening gloves on the windowsill. No book on the nightstand.

The suitcase was gone.

Of course it was gone. It had never been unpacked.

On the pillow — centered, placed with the same precision as the hospital corners — sat a cream envelope. My name in careful handwriting. The letters were elegant, slanted slightly right, written by a hand that had been trained in penmanship before computers made it obsolete.

I picked it up. The paper was heavy, expensive. The kind Helena would use. I turned it over. The flap was sealed with a small piece of wax — not a formal seal, just a drop of candle wax from the tea light on the nightstand she’d used before leaving. The candle was gone too. Everything was gone.

I sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress was cold. She’d left hours ago.

I opened the envelope.



My dear Nathan,

I’m writing this at two in the morning, which feels appropriate. The best decisions and the worst ones always happen after midnight. I’m not sure which category this falls into. Perhaps both.

I love what I found here. I love you. I love what you’ve built — this impossible, beautiful, messy family that Margot dreamed about and you made real. I’ve watched six women carry your children. I’ve watched them bloom. I’ve watched pregnant bellies fill the breakfast table and milk flow and nursery rooms take shape from sawdust and paint. I’ve watched you hold each of them in the specific way she needs to be held. You have a gift for that — for seeing women individually, even when there are seven of us in the room.

Margot told me about you. Years ago, before she died, she wrote to me. She’d watched you grow up. She saw something in you that she recognized — the capacity for this. Not just the genetics, not just the physical capability, but the heart. She said you were kind, capable, handsome, and desperately in need of purpose. She was right about all of it.

She planted the seed. For the inn, for you, for this idea that a house full of women could be a family instead of a competition. She told me about her vision — a place where women could come to be fulfilled. I thought she was a romantic old woman dreaming impossible things. I was wrong. You proved her right.

I came because my daughters came. Because Isabelle walked into this inn as a woman who’d never lost at anything and left carrying your child with tears of relief on her face. Because Victoria — my sweet, uncertain Victoria — told me you saw her. Actually saw her. No one in her life had ever done that, including me, which is a confession that hurts to write. You gave my girls something their father never could, and I needed to understand why.

Now I understand. And understanding is the reason I need to leave.

I’m fifty-eight. I’m post-menopausal. The breeding fantasy that sustains this entire family — the pregnancies, the conception, the miracle of new life — I’m excluded from it. Every other woman in this house carries your child or will carry your child. I’m the exception. The one who can’t.

You’d tell me that doesn’t matter. You’d say I belong anyway. You’d find beautiful words about wisdom and perspective and connection and the family being bigger than biology. And you’d mean every word, because that’s who you are.

But here’s what I know about exceptions: they start as loved accommodations and end as quiet burdens. Today, I’m the mother who gave you something precious. Next year, I’m the woman everyone is careful around when pregnancies are announced. In five years, I’m the one the children learn to be gentle with because Grandma Helena can’t have babies like their mommies did. Kindness becomes pity. Inclusion becomes obligation. I’d rather leave while what we shared is still fire than stay and watch it cool into something polite.

The anal was the most intimate act of my life. I gave you something I kept from their father for thirty years. I’m grateful. I’m changed. I don’t regret a single moment of what happened between us in that room. You earned that trust, and you honored it.

I’ve spoken to my girls. I called them this morning, before the sun came up. They understand. I will always be their mother. I will always be a grandmother to your children — all of them. I’ll come for the births. I’ll come for the milestones. But the breeding household — the pregnancy family, the daily rhythm of this inn — that’s for them, not for me. My children are already here. My mission is accomplished.

Don’t be angry. Don’t blame yourself for not seeing this sooner — I didn’t want you to see it. I wanted my time here to be what it was: beautiful, brief, and mine.

You built something remarkable. Margot planted the seed and you grew the garden. I’m proud I saw it bloom. I’m proud I was part of it, even for a little while.

Give them a beautiful ceremony.

With all my love, Helena



I read the letter twice.

The second time was harder than the first because the first time my brain processed the words and the second time my chest processed the loss.

I sat on the empty bed in the stripped room and held the cream stationery and let the weight of her absence settle over me like a physical thing. The room smelled faintly of her — the garden soil, the floral warmth, the wine. Ghosts of a woman who’d been here for two weeks and left before I could understand that she was always going to.

The suitcase by the door. The hand on her flat stomach. The past tense.

I’m glad I came here.

She’d been saying goodbye for days. Every seed she’d planted — the ceremony suggestions, the Margot stories, the porch conversations, the garden she’d tended like a woman memorizing a house she knew she’d leave — had been goodbye.

The anal scene. The gift she’d kept from everyone, given to me the night before the night before she’d disappear. Not a beginning. A farewell, packaged as intimacy.

I tried her phone. It rang. Rang and rang, long past where voicemail should have picked up, and then went to a generic automated message. The line was open — she simply wasn’t answering.

She was giving herself space. I could respect that. I had to respect that.

But I could still try.

I called Isabelle.

Three rings. Then a voice I barely recognized — Isabelle Crawford without her edge, without the competitive fire, without the perpetual need to win. Just a daughter woken before dawn by her mother’s goodbye call.

“She called us this morning.” Isabelle’s voice was tight. Controlled. The kind of controlled that comes from clenching your jaw for hours. “Before any of you were up. Five AM.”

“What did she say?”

“That she was leaving. That she loved us. That the inn — the pregnancy family, the breeding household — that was for us, not for her.” A pause. I heard Victoria sniffling in the background. “She said her mission was accomplished. That she needed to go.”

“Isabelle—”

“Victoria’s here. She’s — yeah.” Another pause. Victoria’s voice, muffled, distant: Tell him I love him. Tell him it’s not his fault. Isabelle cleared her throat. “Victoria says it’s not your fault.”

“She’s right.”

“I know she’s right. Mom’s been making these decisions since before we were born. You can’t outmaneuver a woman who planned two pregnancies to ensure genetic diversity in her offspring.” Isabelle’s laugh was dry and cracked. “She always has a plan. She always executes it. And she always leaves when the plan is complete.”

“She was part of this family.”

“She was visiting this family.” Isabelle’s voice sharpened — the edge returning, the Crawford steel she used to prevent herself from breaking. “There’s a difference. She came, she saw, she — she gave you something I don’t want to think about in detail — and she left on her terms. That’s Mom.”

Silence. Victoria’s crying audible in the background.

“Take care of your sister,” I said.

“Always do.” A beat. “Nathan.”

“Yeah.”

“She said we’re where she needed us to be.” Isabelle’s voice went tight again. “I hate when she’s right.”

The call ended.



I went downstairs.

The foyer was full of luggage and pregnant women and the buzzing energy of a trip that had been building for weeks. Sofia’s snack bag sat atop a pile of carry-ons. Margarethe’s olive leather fleet occupied one wall. Astrid’s practical duffel leaned against the coat rack. Linda’s briefcase — because Linda would bring a briefcase to a commitment ceremony — sat by the door.

Catherine was the first to see my face.

She stopped mid-sentence — something about the villa’s check-in procedure — and read me the way she’d read earnings reports for twenty years. Quick, accurate, complete.

“Helena,” she said.

“Gone. Left a letter.”

The foyer went silent. Six women. Six different expressions of the same slow-dawning understanding.

“Her suitcase,” Linda said quietly. “It was always packed.”

“She never unpacked,” Catherine confirmed. Her voice was steady, but her arms had folded beneath her belly — the protective gesture she made when something threatened the family she’d built. “She was always ready to leave.”

Sofia’s eyes filled. “But she — she voted yes. She said she wanted the ceremony. She helped plan—”

“She helped plan something she knew she wouldn’t attend.” I heard my own voice from a distance, flat and heavy. “She wanted it to be beautiful. She wanted it to be right. She just didn’t think she belonged in it.”

“The letter,” Catherine said. “What does it say?”

I handed it to her. She read it standing, one hand on her bump, her gray-green eyes moving across Helena’s careful handwriting. When she finished, she passed it to Linda without a word.

It circled the room. Six women reading the words of a seventh who’d chosen to leave. I watched their faces as they absorbed it — each reaction as distinct as the women themselves.

Sofia cried. Not the dramatic sobs she sometimes deployed for effect — quiet, genuine tears that ran down her caramel cheeks and dripped onto her nineteen-week bump. “She tended the roses,” Sofia whispered. “Every morning. She tended Margot’s roses like they were her own.”

Linda finished reading and set the letter down on the hall table. She stood perfectly still for a long time — long enough that the others began to look at her, waiting for the operations manager’s assessment, the precise verdict she always delivered.

“She made her choice,” Linda said finally. Her voice was even. Controlled. The same tone she’d used for fifteen years to manage an inn full of secrets and complicated women. “We respect it.”

Margarethe sat in the hall chair, the letter folded in her elegant hands. She didn’t cry. She didn’t speak. But her ice-blue eyes held a depth I hadn’t seen before — recognition. A woman who understood legacy, who understood what it meant to step aside when your role was complete. The Countess had surrendered her own identity to join this family. Helena had preserved hers by leaving it.

“She chose correctly,” Margarethe said at last. “For her. Not for us. For her.”

Astrid had read the letter once, nodded, and put it back. Pragmatic even in grief. “She’ll come for the births. She said so. She’s not gone — she’s somewhere else. That’s different.”

Yuki held the letter the longest. Her dark eyes moved over the words with the focused intensity she’d once brought to medical charts and fertility data. When she looked up, her expression held something I’d only seen once before — the day her clipboard dropped. Analytical distance giving way to raw emotion.

“She was always going to leave,” Yuki said softly. “The data was there. The packed suitcase. The past tense. We just didn’t want to see it.”

I’d filed every clue. Every tell. Every sign. And I’d let each one pass because the alternative — confronting Helena, forcing the conversation, making her choose — felt like the kind of thing that would break something I wanted to keep whole.

She’d chosen anyway. Chosen for both of us.

Catherine stepped forward and opened her phone. She pulled up the flight booking — eight names, eight seats, eight boarding passes Linda had printed the night before. She stared at the screen for a long moment. Helena Crawford’s name sat there among the others, a reservation for a woman who wouldn’t use it.

Her thumb hovered over the delete button. Then she closed the app without changing anything.

Linda reached into the stack of boarding passes she’d printed the night before, found Helena’s, and slid it into her briefcase without a word. Not destroying it. Just setting it aside.

“Eight seats,” Catherine said quietly. “Seven of us. One empty.”

She turned to the room. To Sofia with her snack bag and her tears. To Linda with her briefcase and her silence. To Astrid with her passport folder and her pragmatic nod. To Margarethe with her rings and her understanding. To Yuki with her newly confirmed pregnancy and her abandoned clipboard. To me with the letter in my pocket and the weight of an empty room upstairs.

“We go anyway,” Catherine said. “That’s what she wanted. We go. We do this. We become what we are.”



The drive to Burlington was quiet.

Two cars — my truck and Catherine’s SUV, which she’d finally bought to replace the sedan that couldn’t accommodate a car seat. I drove with Sofia beside me, her hand on my thigh, her pregnant belly pressing against the seatbelt. She didn’t talk. Just held on.

Catherine drove the SUV with Linda riding shotgun and Astrid, Margarethe, and Yuki in the back. The Countess’s luggage required creative stacking.

I watched the Vermont countryside pass through the windshield — the green hills, the white clapboard churches, the stone walls running through fields like stitches through fabric. This land. This place. Margot’s place, that she’d left to me because she believed I could grow what she’d planted.

Helena had seen it bloom. She’d said so in the letter. She was proud.

I carried that word in my chest alongside the loss.



Burlington Airport was small enough that six pregnant women and one man constituted a significant percentage of the departure lounge population.

We drew stares. Not hostile — curious, amused, a few openly impressed. Sofia’s obvious bump, Catherine’s visible swell, Astrid’s slight curve. Linda and Margarethe and Yuki barely showing but holding themselves with the particular self-awareness of newly pregnant women. All of them gravitating around me with the unconscious choreography Helena had noticed at breakfast their first morning.

Everyone has a role. Everyone knows where they fit.

Check-in was a production. Margarethe’s nine pieces required an oversized baggage tag. Sofia’s snack bag set off the carry-on scanner because she’d packed an entire avocado, pit included, which apparently resembled something concerning on the X-ray. Linda produced every document the security agent asked for before they finished asking, because Linda.

We reached the gate with twenty minutes to spare. Found seats in a cluster near the window. Arranged ourselves — Sofia next to me, Catherine on my other side, the rest filling the adjacent seats in an order that had established itself organically over weeks.

Eight seats reserved. Seven occupied. One empty.

No one sat in it. No one put a bag on it. No one acknowledged it directly, but every woman in the group was aware of it the way you’re aware of a missing tooth — the gap impossible to ignore, the space where something used to be drawing attention precisely because of its emptiness.

A gate agent walked by, counting passengers for the boarding roster. She paused at our cluster, her practiced smile widening.

“Big family trip?”

I looked at the women around me. Six pregnant women, various stages — obvious to barely showing. Sofia rubbing the spot where the baby kicked. Catherine scrolling through the villa’s website one last time, her freckles visible without makeup. Linda with her briefcase open, reviewing the inn’s emergency contact sheet she’d left for Mrs. Dawson. Astrid doing subtle stretches in the airport chair, her flexibility drawing a few double-takes from nearby travelers. Margarethe sitting with impossible posture, the small ring case in her lap, guarding centuries of history for a new ceremony. Yuki making notes on her phone — prenatal vitamins, dosage adjustments, the newly pregnant doctor unable to stop doctoring even at thirty thousand feet.

The family I’d built from an inheritance I never wanted. In an inn I’d almost lost. With women who chose me as much as I chose them.

“Something like that,” I said.

The boarding call came. We gathered bags, organized carry-ons, formed the loose procession of a group that had learned to move together. Sofia first, because she always went first and dared anyone to challenge the order. Catherine beside her, the two women whose lactation had bonded them closer than any competition could have separated them. Linda next, already holding boarding passes for everyone because delegation was for people who trusted others to do things correctly. Astrid and Yuki side by side, the pragmatic Swede and the newly pregnant doctor, comparing nausea remedies. Margarethe last of the women, because the Countess believed in dramatic entrances, even onto regional jets.

I brought up the rear.

Sofia’s voice drifted back from the jet bridge. “Nathan. Papi. The baby wants to fly.”

I walked down the jet bridge.

Six women waited for me on the plane. I found my middle seat — Catherine had been right about that — and settled between her and Sofia. The cabin was small, the rows close together, and my family filled most of one section. Sofia’s hand found my thigh. Catherine’s shoulder pressed against mine.

Across the aisle, one seat sat empty. The eighth seat Catherine had reserved. Helena’s seat.

I didn’t look at it.
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