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I didn’t want the job. I told my mother that, and my uncle, and my cousin Dana who married into the family but apparently had some kind of worthy opinion now too.
It didn’t matter. Grandpa was in hospice, and the house couldn’t be left untended. I was the only one without a “career,” and the only one who even talked with Grandpa anymore. So I got a text with the door code and a key taped to a manila folder with “responsibilities” written across the front in Dana’s handwriting. I didn’t answer. But I did have to drive out there: Someone had to do it, and I was that someone.
The place looked worse than I remembered it. Obviously Grandpa hadn’t been managing as well as he let on to me. Four-bedroom student house, once white, now weathered down to a dull yellow-beige with long black streaks where rain had carried dirt down the siding. Porch sagged on the west corner. Gutters overflowing with pine needles. One of the upstairs windows was cracked, taped with a strip of cardboard and some kind of rainbow sticker. Not exactly a real estate marketing dream.
I parked in the back behind a silver Honda and an electric scooter. Fix it, they said. Make it ready for listing, they said. Empty it. There had always been an impatience with Grandpa and those sharks were circling tighter now he was moved out on a hospice stretcher. I gave it one month. Get in, doll it up, get out. I was the only one who actually needed the money.
I went up the back outside stairs the way Grandpa went, up to the attic apartment he lived in the last millennia or so.
I had to brace my foot into the door at top and lean into it. When it finally gave, the jolt nearly knocked me back.
Grandpa’s place was exactly what I expected: tight, overheated, full of heavy furniture and old man smell. There was a twin bed with flattened pillows, a recliner facing a boxy TV. I opened both small windows right away. The heat blasted from a vent near the floor and kept running even after I turned the knob. I stood hands on hips nodding at it. Good he had his seizure, probably saved him from dying in a house fire.
The fridge worked. The bathroom was clean enough to stand in. I dumped my bag on the bed and sat. I rubbed my hands over my face, breathed in the stale air, and told myself I’d find another place. It was impossible to imagine living there.
Somebody flushed downstairs. Then a door opened. Soft music drifted up, something low and rhythmic, followed by a quick laugh, two voices, both female.
The stairs creaked under my feet as I made my way down, slow and steady, hand grazing the loose rail. I hadn’t eaten since the gas station hours earlier. I’d make my quick intros and let them mull the situation while I got out of there and found some lunch.
The whole house had that off-campus student feel:  too many things tacked to the walls, piles of shoes at random doorways, someone’s coat crumpled on the bottom step.
I was halfway down when a voice floated up, sharp and accusatory.
“Um, hello?”
At the landing, I stepped into view under a hanging bare bulb. A blonde girl in a black tank top and flannel pajama shorts stood frozen by the hallway entrance. Bare legs, a crop-cut hoody, a mug in one hand, and her phone in the other. She blinked twice, clearly not expecting anyone, and definitely not me.
From the kitchen, another voice called out.
“Somebody there?”
“Someone coming down the stairs!”
Footsteps. A second girl appeared. This one brunette, olive skin, shorts even shorter than the blonde’s, oversized hoodie hanging half-off one bare shoulder, no straps beneath. She saw me and stopped mid-step.
“Who are you?” she said, blinking. “Like, inside our house!?”
“I was in the attic,” I said. I kept my hands low, near my pockets, not touching anything. “I’m the one the family sent. I’m staying in Walter’s place for the time being.”
They stared like I’d spoken a language they almost recognized but hadn’t heard in years.
From behind them, a third girl walked into the hallway brushing out her damp hair with her fingers, towel still around her neck, long T-shirt hanging to mid-thigh. She saw me, stopped, and pulled the towel tighter around her chest. “Okay. Um. And who is Walter?”
“I’m, sorry,” I said, slower. “I didn’t mean to intrude or alarm you.”
The brunette said, “It’s just, Mr. Johnson never came inside. He always used the back stairs. Like always.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“Well, we didn’t know you weren’t Mr. Johnson up there.”
The one said to the other, “We didn’t know his name was Walter.” They all snickered but stopped.
I nodded, stepped fully into the hallway. “He’s not doing great. In hospice now. I’m his grandson.”
All three exchanged suspicious looks. The blonde was still clutching her mug like it could be a weapon. The brunette folded her arms but relaxed a little now. The one with the towel looked embarrassed more than afraid.
“He did tell us someone would be coming,” she said after a moment. “We just thought it’d be, like older. Someone else like him.”
“Yeah,” the blonde added, exhaling. “You are definitely not him.”
Now that the tension had cracked, I could feel the room settle. Their eyes kept bouncing back to me, as if re-evaluating everything.
“Did he leave a note or anything?” I asked. “I don’t know anything about the arrangements.”
“Nope,” said the brunette. “Classic Mr. Johnson. Or Walter I guess.”
The one in the towel gave a small laugh, then looked at me directly. “Well, welcome to the house anyways.”
I nodded again. “I’ll use the back stairs from now on.”
“You don’t have to.”
The brunette tilted her head. “Yeah. Maybe just give us a heads-up first, though. For, like reasons.” She flared her eyes and spun around and away. They all left me standing there watching them recede back up the hallway. They had no clue what I was there to do.
By late afternoon, I’d circled the whole place twice. Every room had something critical wrong with it. The kitchen faucet was loose at the base and leaked around the seal. The hallway light switch sparked when I tried it. One of the bathroom outlets was missing its faceplate, just wires and drywall and dust. The bannister on the main stairs wobbled like a loose tooth.
In the front hallway, I bent to pick up a floorboard shim someone had jammed under the radiator to keep it level. The wood was warped from water damage. Not recent. Not fixable with a coat of paint.
I stood up and looked around.
They lived in this like people who thought the world owed them nothing and would probably be okay with that. A stack of notebooks and loose pages covered the dining table, half-stained with wine rings and dried marker. A heavy blanket hung crooked across the front bay window. The walls were full of thumbtacks, old tape, and whatever they'd last posted, calendars, fun photos, a sheet that said “Goals” with nothing written under it.
I remembered the text from my mother:
“Fix it. The sooner we list it the sooner you can get out of there.” Like she knew the shape it was in, not that it made her lift a finger for him.
No discussion. No asking what I thought. Just: fix it, shut up, and don’t screw things up for them.
The house had been in the family for seventy years. To them it was a cash box. To me, it was where I formed my view of the world.
But now Grandpa was in a hospice bed, and I was the guy living in his attic trying not to touch anything fear of breaking more.
I could already feel it: they expected me to gut the place, flip it, and dump the girls with thirty days' notice. They wanted “their” money out of it, and nothing else. I was just the one assigned to make it happen.
But I’d met them, the ones who lived in the house.
Nina, the one with the towel, now in leggings and a ribbed tank, had walked barefoot down the hallway to the kitchen, humming, earbuds in. She barely noticed me standing at the sink. But I caught a smirk on her lips.
Jules, the brunette with the biting eyes, was pacing on the front porch earlier with a joint in one hand, phone in the other, talking fast about some screenplay or something, but she’d paused mid-rant to glance back at me when I came down the stairs again. And smiled. Waved a tiny wave.
And the redhead, Leigh, who I’d overheard, was curled sideways on the couch reading a printed manuscript with her knees pulled up in one of those soft oversized T-shirts that left her whole back exposed. She glared at me, before snorting and covering her face.
They lived in Grandpa’s house like the place was theirs. There were conversations to come that were not going to be easy.
The door to the bathroom was half-open. I was on my way past when Nina leaned out, holding a hair dryer by the cord.
“Do you know anything about outlets?” she asked.
I stopped. “Some.” Of course I knew about them, I was there to replace most of them.
“Because this one?” She held it up. “Sparks like a horror movie every time I plug this in.”
She stepped back to let me see. The outlet by the sink was crooked in the wall, one corner pulled out like someone had yanked too hard. The plate was cracked in half and hanging loose. I could see a twist of wire inside, blackened near the screw.
“I’ll have to kill power to this room to fix it,” I said. “And replace the box.”
She shrugged. “As long as I don’t get electrocuted with wet hair tomorrow morning, I’ll take it.”
“I’ll get my tools,” I said.
She didn’t move, just waited, arms crossed, hip against the frame.
“You need something else too?” she asked.
“I need this room to myself when the power’s off.”
Her smile lifted a little. “Then I guess you better warn me first.”
I nodded and stepped past her to get back upstairs. I could smell her skin when I passed, warm from the shower, faint citrus underneath something like cheap lotion. She didn’t back away.
I found a flathead and a replacement plate and box in the junk in the attic. One of Grandpa’s old bins had a handful of random electrical parts, most older than I was. I brought what I needed back down. It would have to do for now.
The bathroom door was still open when I returned, but Nina was gone. The light was off. I shut the breaker and worked by phone light, pulling the outlet loose, checking the wires. One of them had been twisted in too far, exposed copper burned near the base. I cut it clean, stripped it back, retwisted it. Took my time.
I was replacing the plate when she came back.
No warning. She just stepped in behind me wearing a long sleep shirt and nothing else. Bare feet on tile. Wet hair still.
“Oh,” she said, stopping at the door. “Didn’t think you’d still be in here.”
I didn’t turn. “Still screwing it down.”
She stood there while I finished. The silence thick. My knuckles cut on the wall, tightening the last screw. I stood, turned, hid the wound.
She looked down at the new plate, then up at me.
“Thanks,” she said, softly, half-whisper.
Her eyes didn’t move right away. I saw the flick of her throat when she swallowed.
“You saved me from dying violently mid-make-up,” she added, stepping aside as I brushed past, but not far enough to avoid brushing each other butt to butt. She snorted lightly.
I was in the backyard, clearing out a half-rotted shed leaned against the tree, when the back door creaked open behind me.
“Hey,” Leigh called out.
I turned. She was leaning out with one hand gripping the doorframe, her legs bare, oversized T-shirt barely covering her. She wasn’t trying to be coy, just clearly not expecting to have to step inside.
“My closet door’s off,” she said. “Like, the whole thing’s just leaning. Can you help?”
I wiped my hands on my jeans and followed her back in. Her room was at the end of the hall downstairs, opposite the kitchen. She left the door open as she walked in ahead of me.
Inside, the place was clean, lived-in. A double bed pushed to one side, stacked with throw pillows. A string of photos taped along the top of the wall, Polaroid-sized. She moved to the closet and tapped the top corner of the sliding door where the rail had come loose. The wood tilted outward, catching at the bottom track.
“It just fell like that,” she said. “I didn’t yank it or anything. I swear.”
I crouched to look. The roller on the top right side was cracked clean through, rusted around the bracket.
“Let me get my tools,” I said.
She blinked. “Just like that?”
“There’s tools down here,” she said.  “Wait.” She stepped to the side, closer to me. “They’re in the hall closet, top shelf, I think. You don’t have to go all the way up.”
She moved ahead of me, barefoot again, stepping over the hallway rug, her shirt swaying loose around her. I stayed behind her as she opened the closet, tiptoed slightly, reaching for a basket on the top shelf. The back of her thighs stretched as she reached. The shirt rode higher.
She found a hammer, turned, held it out.
“Success,” she said, grinning.
I took it, nodded. “Ok, thanks.”
Back in the room, she stood near the bed while I set the roller back on track, tapped the bracket flat, and tightened the screws where the wood had started to split. She watched without saying anything, leaning into the bedpost, one hand braced on the mattress.
“That’s really satisfying,” she said after a minute.
“What is?”
“You doing that. Fixing stuff. It’s like, when you move in with someone and they actually know how to do things.”
I didn’t answer.
She pushed her hair behind her ear and looked down.
“Sorry,” she said. “Didn’t mean that to be so eird. I just meant, like, thanks.”
I checked the slide once more, then stepped back.
“Should hold for a while,” I said. “But the rollers are old. Might need new ones. Whole new closet doors throughout.”I stopped myself there.
She nodded, still looking at me. Not flirty. But not retreating either. Looking at me like she was wondering something. I turned away, not sure how much I was showing on my face. They still didn’t know why I was suddenly fixing everything.
“You want coffee?” she asked. “Just made a pot.”
The coffee was burnt. I didn’t say anything. Leigh poured two mugs handed me one as she leaned back against the counter. Her shirt had fallen off one shoulder again, and she made no effort to adjust it this time. The fabric clung to her ribs where the steam rose from her cup, and her legs were bare, clean-shaven, crossed casually at the ankle. She kept talking about her closet like it mattered, like she was genuinely surprised it hadn’t collapsed weeks ago, and I let her talk. The light through the window caught the fine hair on her thighs, the dip where her hip rose just beneath the hem of the shirt, and I couldn’t tell if she noticed me noticing or if she simply didn’t care.
She took a slow sip, holding the mug with both hands, her fingers curled around it like she needed something to anchor herself to. When she looked at me again, it wasn’t coy or suggestive, it was easy. Familiar. Like this was the kind of thing we did now. Fix things. Share coffee. Stand too close. Not mention the important things.
She asked how long I’d been good at doing repairs, what else was wrong with the house, whether I was fixing things for the fun of it, “or did someone ask you to.”
I gave short answers. Enough to sound cooperative, not enough to open the door to anything like the truth.
The truth was already too hard to explain: that every fix brought me closer to ending their lease, that my family had no idea these girls existed as anything other than names on rent checks, that if I did what I was sent to do, none of this would last longer than a couple months.
Leigh didn’t need to know that, and neither did Nina, and whoever else came asking for something next. I wasn’t trying to deceive them, but I wasn’t able to volunteer the truth either. Not when I could stand here like this, mug in hand, heat on my chest, her voice soft and unhurried in that quiet kitchen.
And for whom was I doing all this? For me greedy family.
When she finished her cup, she rinsed it and set it in the drying rack. She didn’t say goodbye. She just brushed past me on her way through to the hallway, her shoulder grazing mine as she moved, skin warm, hair damp at the tips, the faint scent of her still clinging to the air after she disappeared around the corner. They all did that, brushed against me in passing.
I stayed where I was, holding my cup, listening to the creak of her door as it shut, the latch clicking into place.
The house was still falling apart, though. Every time I walked through it, I saw something else that needed work. But they didn’t seem to notice. To them, the heat that never shut off, the light switches that sparked, the cracked molding, they were all just background. Static. Normal.
It was Jules who came to me next, and it wasn’t even a request at first. I was in the front hall pulling up one of the warped boards near the baseboard heater. Water had rotted the subfloor from underneath, probably years ago. She came in from the porch barefoot, hoodie zipped halfway, phone still in her hand. She watched me for a second, leaning on the doorframe like she was waiting to be acknowledged, then crouched beside me without saying anything.
“You know how to fix that too?” she asked finally, nodding toward the gap I’d just uncovered.
“Probably,” I said. “Might need to cut in a patch.”
She scratched the back of her thigh, then dropped her hand into her hoodie pocket and sat on the lowest stair, tucking one foot beneath the other leg. Her knees were bare, one shin smudged faintly with something like dirt or maybe charcoal. She didn’t move away when my elbow brushed hers reaching into the gap.
“Walter never fixed anything,” she said, and there was no edge in it, just fact. “He’d mutter about calling someone, but we knew he wouldn’t. We just lived around it.”
“Not safe,” I said.
“Neither is art school.” She gave a short laugh and looked down at the floorboard. “Nina says you used to do construction.”
“Not exactly. Just grew up around tools.” It wasn’t true, I snuck off to tool stores to dream.
She didn’t answer, just picked at a loose thread on her hoodie, thumb running it flat. Her thigh was warm where it pressed lightly against my arm. I was aware of every place we touched. But she didn’t adjust her position, almost like she wasn’t aware.
After a minute she asked, “You gonna be here long?”
I looked at her and said nothing.
“I mean, Walter said someone was coming, and we figured, okay, whatever. But now that it’s you, and you’re not just sitting in the attic at night watching whatever by yourself.”
“I’m just . . . .” I started but caught myself. I’m just what? The failure of the family? The embarrassment? The only one crazy old coot grandpa ever talked to, or the only one who listened to him?
“No?” she asked again, tilting her head slightly. “Because you’re doing more than just keeping the lights on, aren’t you.”
I pulled the board up completely and set it aside, revealing the damp layer beneath. I didn’t answer right away. I didn’t know what answer wouldn’t turn into another lie.
She leaned a little closer and said, low, “Don’t get me wrong. I like it. You being around. We all do.”
Her voice wasn’t flirtatious. Just quiet and honest.
Then she stood, stretched without hurrying, and tugged her hoodie down as she moved to the stairs.
“I’m going up to work,” she said. “If you end up needing help measuring or something, I’m around.”
I watched her climb, slow steps, bare feet on wood, and didn’t move until I heard her door click shut.
I was supposed to be salvaging this house. That was the job. But what was happening here didn’t feel like demolition so much anymore.
The next morning I came down the back stairs early, thinking I’d beat the noise, maybe get through the hallway patch before anyone was up. The house was quiet except for the low hum of the fridge and the heat rattling through the baseboards. I grabbed a slice of bread from the pantry shelf and ate it dry while looking over the floor damage again. No way to fix it without pulling more boards. I got my tools from the back porch, laid them out, and started working in a slow rhythm, cutting, lifting, checking for mold, slicing back the warped sections along the joist.
The sound must’ve carried. I heard the floorboards creak above me, then a door opening, and then soft, quick steps on the stairs. I didn’t look up.
It was Nina. She walked barefoot into the hallway wearing a tank top and cotton sleep shorts, her hair still pulled into a loose bun from the night before, a book in one hand. She didn’t say anything at first. Just watched me from the doorway, thumb tucked inside the waistband of her shorts, hip resting against the frame.
“You always start this early?” she asked after a minute.
“I didn’t mean to wake you up.”
“I didn’t hear you come down.”
“I used the back stairs.”
She nodded. Then she stepped forward, crouched near the spot where I had the boards open. Her knee touched mine when she leaned in. She smelled like sleep and mint toothpaste, faint and clean.
“What are you fixing now?”
“Floor’s soft. If it spreads, it’ll take out the whole corner.”
She traced the exposed edge with her finger, slow. “This looks disgusting.”
“Yeah.”
Her voice dropped lower. “I like that you care, though.”
I didn’t answer. She wasn’t looking at me. Her eyes were on the cut wood, her knees folded beside mine. The hem of her shorts had ridden higher on one side. She tilted her head toward the light and scratched the back of her neck, the tank top gaping slightly where the strap had twisted. Her skin was pale, soft-looking, the kind that stayed marked when touched.
I slid the new board into place. She helped, bracing the end without being asked, pressing her palm flat against it while I drilled in the screws. Her arm brushed mine, steady and warm.
When I finished, she looked up and smiled like we’d done something together. Like we’d shared something.
“I’ll make coffee,” she said, pushing herself up to standing.
“You don’t have to.”
“I want to.”
She left barefoot, walking softly across the uneven floor. The smell of freshness followed behind her.
I sat back on my heels and listened to the old percolator kick on in the kitchen, her quiet footsteps moving through the cupboards.
They started using the living room more after that, maybe because I fixed the baseboard heater and it was the only place with any sun. The three of them had pulled an old electric blanket from somewhere and stretched it across the couch cushions, plugged into an outlet behind the bookshelf.
Most afternoons, I’d pass by and hear low music, laptop keys, or pages flipping. Once, I brought down the replacement fixture for the ceiling light and found all three of them camped out in sweatpants and socks, wrapped in fleece throws and half-buried in notebooks and red pens.
I climbed up on the step stool and got to work while they kept doing whatever it was they were doing, Leigh had headphones in but was humming along under her breath, Nina had her legs tucked under Jules’s blanket, and Jules was reading something out loud, dry and monotone, probably someone else’s workshop submission.
Eventually Jules looked up and asked, “You ever write anything?”
“Not really,” I said.
“You talk like a guy who wants to.”
“Maybe. I read a lot of stories.”
She grinned, satisfied. “Knew it.”
Nina uncrossed her legs, leaned forward to grab her water bottle, and said, “So what’s your deal, anyway? Like, before this.”
I finished tightening the fixture, flipped the switch. The light came on with a soft click.
“Nothing special,” I said. “Did a bit of everything. Some stuff with my uncle’s company. Temp work. No long-term plans.”
Leigh had taken her headphones out. “You don’t have a girlfriend?”
The room went quiet for half a beat. “Where’d that come from?” I asked.
She shrugged. “You’re just around. You fix things. You’re quiet. You never mention one.”
Jules rolled her eyes but didn’t disagree.
“Like me, I have no time for a boyfriend,” Nina said, stretching her arms overhead. Her shirt lifted with the motion, smooth skin tightening over her ribs. “We’re either working or broke or both.”
Jules pulled the blanket higher over her lap. “Or disappointed.”
“Or emotionally stunted,” Leigh added, sipping from a chipped mug. “Pick your poison.”
The three of them laughed, not bitterly, just used to it. Comfortable in the way people get when they’ve shared too many late nights in the same house.
“You miss it, though,” Nina said, a little softer now. “The touch. Someone who just pays attention.”
The other two didn’t argue it. Jules stared at her notebook. Leigh looked down into her mug.
“Maybe,” Nina added, “it’s why you’re getting to us.”
I gulped.
She looked at me directly now. “I know you’re not trying to. That’s what makes it worse.”
Jules didn’t look up. Leigh reached for the blanket and pulled it tighter across her legs, as if that would cover what had already been said. Clearly they had discussed something about me.
I gathered my tools and went up.
That weekend I replaced the water shutoff valve under the kitchen sink. It had been dripping since I got there, slowly enough that the bowl underneath it needed emptying every couple of days. I didn’t say anything to them about it. I just picked up the part from the hardware store, turned off the main, and got to work while they were in their rooms.
By midmorning, Jules came in barefoot in joggers and a cropped hoodie, rubbing her eyes. She moved around me without hesitation, poured coffee, and sat at the table with her legs tucked under her, one knee brushing the chair across from her. Her hoodie was unzipped lower than usual. No bra, just bare skin and the subtle shift of her chest as she sipped slowly and watched me under her lashes.
“You like fixing things before we show you?,” she said.
“It was leaking.” They still thought it was for them.
She tilted her head. “You ever stop working?”
“I like work.” My family sneered at me when I told them that. That was the big rebel I was for them: I liked work.
Nina wandered in next, still in a sleep shirt, hair a mess, and didn’t even look at me until she opened the fridge. She pulled out half a grapefruit, grabbed a spoon, and leaned against the counter beside me like it was just another morning. She bumped my hip with hers, softly, without comment, and started eating while I tightened the compression nut.
“You dating anyone at least?” she asked after the third bite, casual as anything.
I kept working. “Nope.”
“Because I feel like girls would line up for this.”
I glanced at her.
She smiled, lips wet with juice, and kept eating.
“I’m serious,” she said. “You’re the kind of guy girls only pretend they don’t like. Quiet, capable, kind of sad.”
“I’m not sad.”
“You are so.”
Leigh came in last, her voice trailing ahead of her as she sang something off-key. She stopped short when she saw me on the floor, then padded across in socks and leggings, a soft tee knotted at her waist.
“Oh,” she said, noticing the open cabinet. “That again?”
“Not anymore,” I said, wiping my hands.
She leaned on the island, watching me from above.
“You fixed it?”
“New shutoff valve. It’s dry now.”
Leigh looked at Jules, then at Nina. They didn’t say anything. The silence wasn’t awkward, it was full. Like something unspoken had been confirmed.
“You know,” Jules said finally, stretching her arms up overhead and arching her back, “if this place ever starts to feel like home, we’re blaming you.”
I stood, tools in hand, and looked at the three of them: one curled in a chair with her hoodie slipping off her shoulder, one licking grapefruit juice from her spoon, one tapping her nails softly on a boiled egg, eyes steady on mine.
The dryer stopped mid-cycle that afternoon. I was in the basement trying to patch an old floorboard from below when the hum cut off and a sharp metallic click followed by silence told me something was fried. I unplugged it, opened the back, and found the belt had snapped clean through and wrapped itself around the drum motor. I cursed under my breath and checked the sticker inside the panel, twenty-year-old unit.
I’d stood up when Nina shouted from upstairs.
“Clothes emergency!”
Her voice echoed down the stairwell. I climbed up slowly, wiping the dust from my hands, not sure what I was about to walk into.
She met me at the top in nothing but a towel. It was small, barely secured above her chest, legs bare and damp, hair wet and pulled to one side. She held a bundle of clothes in her arms, underwear on top, loose and without embarrassment.
“I need these,” she said. “Now.”
“The dryer’s busted. Belt’s shredded.”
She blinked. “Okay, well, what am I supposed to do?”
Jules’s voice came from the hallway. “Toss it in my room. I’ve got a rack.”
“No! It’s all damp and clingy. I need heat.”
I cleared my throat. “There’s an old space heater in the attic. You could hang stuff in front of it.”
Nina looked me over like she was trying to decide if I was kidding. Then she nodded once and turned, towel slipping slightly lower with the movement.
“Lead the way.”
I hesitated. She looked back over her shoulder. “You offering or not?”
I took the stairs ahead of her, listening to the sound of her bare feet behind me. In the attic, I cleared a space near the heater and plugged it in. She stepped around me and spread out the damp clothes across the back of a chair, thin cotton panties, fancy bras, a soft tank, a pair of leggings turned inside out. She moved without shame, towel gaping slightly at the sides, never quite losing it, always just close enough to feel like it might fall.
“Thanks,” she said, standing beside me in the heat. “You’re officially my favorite man in the house.”
“I’m the only man in the house.”
“But that’s not what makes you my favorite.”
We stood too close. The heater buzzed behind us. Her arm brushed mine. Neither of us moved.
“I should get back to the floor,” I said.
“Yeah,” she murmured, still not stepping away. “Probably should.”
She reached for the towel’s edge like she might adjust it, then didn’t. I turned and walked out before she could make me decide whether she was bluffing or not, making fun of me or something.
At the bottom of the stairs, I found Jules waiting in the hallway with a laundry basket against her hip.
She raised an eyebrow. “You survive?”
“Barely.”
She smiled. “You’re not gonna, you know. If this keeps up.” She said it quietly like a conspiracy.
Things changed after that. Not all at once, but enough that I felt it.
They started lingering longer when I worked. Coming into the kitchen when I was fixing the drawer sliders, sitting at the table while I measured windows, brushing past me when I crouched to check the heating vents. Always in soft clothes. Always close enough that I could smell skin, lotion. They didn’t stop what they were doing. They just stopped pretending not to watch me.
One night, I was replacing a light fixture in the upstairs hallway when all three of them came up from the living room together. Jules had a glass of wine. Nina had a cheese on crackers. Leigh was barefoot, hoodie unzipped, her ribbed crop top stretched tight underneath.
They didn’t move out of the way. They stood at the bottom of the attic stairs, talking to each other, watching ne, waiting. I finished the last screw and stepped down off the chair.
Nina looked at the toolbelt. “That thing always on you?”
I unbuckled it and set it down.
Leigh grinned. “It kind of works for you though.”
Jules leaned against the banister, swirling her wine.
“Picnic we made for you,” Nina said.
“Because you always get quiet when we come around you like this.”
“I’m working,” I said.
“Right,” Nina said, licking the side of her hand. “All focus.”
They didn’t move. I tried to step past, but they closed in tighter, blocking me, hovering. Nina leaned into Jules, resting her head on her shoulder. Leigh brushed Jules’s arm, slow and casual, eyes on me the whole time.
“You ever wonder,” Jules said, almost to herself, “what it’d be like to live with someone who doesn’t try?”
“Try what?” I asked.
She didn’t answer. Nina giggled and pressed tighter to her side.
They pulled my arms until we all came down in the middle of the hallway on the floor together, sipping and nibbling.
Leigh looked me over, slow and unhurried. “You get flustered so easily.”
“I do not get flustered.”
“You do.” She came a little closer, just enough to make it hard not to notice the way her hips shifted. “It’s kind of sweet tough.”
Jules smirked. “You’re like a stray cat we keep feeding. Skittish, but sticking around.”
Nina leaned down the banister and pushed her bare feet into my leg. “Maybe we have to stop playing nice.”
I didn’t move. I didn’t say anything.
Jules took the wine glass from her lips and whispered, “You could ask us to stop.”
I looked at her. Then at Nina, then Leigh. They weren’t drunk. They were just having fun.
The power went out around nine. Wind had been hammering the side of the house for hours, branches dragging across the siding, the old frame creaking under every gust. I was upstairs working on the attic outlet strip when everything snapped to black with a hard click. Total silence, then Leigh shouting from below, “That was you, right?”
“It wasn’t me,” I called back.
I grabbed my flashlight and headed down. In the front hallway, all three of them were gathered near the stairs, bundled in sweaters and long socks, half-laughing in the dark. Jules had a candle lit in a jam jar. Nina had a throw blanket draped over her shoulders, her legs bare under a T-shirt that barely reached mid-thigh.
“Fuse?” I asked, aiming the beam toward the panel.
“Storm’s killing half the street,” Jules said, nodding toward the window. “I saw the neighbor’s porch go dark too.”
The furnace shut off with the outage, and the house chilled fast. Within an hour, Nina had dragged the blanket off the couch and Leigh had carried the old space heater down from the attic. I told them it wouldn’t help without power, but they brought it anyway and set it in the middle of the living room like some totem of wishful thinking.
“It’s freezing,” Leigh said, rubbing her arms. “We’re gonna die.”
“Group body heat,” Nina said, already dropping onto the floor, pulling the blanket around her.
I stood in the hallway, tools still clipped to my belt, unsure how long the blackout would last, unsure whether I should stay.
“You might as well,” Jules said, reading my silence. “What, you think we’re gonna bite?”
Nina laughed, already scooting over to make room. “It’s not weird if it’s for survival.”
Leigh was next, sliding down beside her and wrapping the edge of the blanket over her lap. “Come on. You’ve been fixing our shit for weeks. Least we can do is keep you from freezing your ass off.”
They made space without hesitation. No hesitation in their voices, their posture, their invitation. It wasn’t a game. That’s what made it harder.
I sat. Slowly. On the couch between them. The blanket came over me last, warm from their skin and heavy with the scent of them, vanilla lotion, body heat, the faint trace of dryer sheets. The candles flickered. Outside, the wind kept pushing against the siding like it was looking for a way in.
Jules shifted closer and let her thigh rest lightly against mine. Nobody said anything about it. Nina tucked her feet underneath her and leaned against Leigh, who was already starting to nod off. No one was talking now. Just the sounds of breathing, blankets rustling, bodies adjusting slowly into one another.
Leigh fell asleep first. Her head slipped onto Nina’s shoulder, mouth barely open, breath warm against Nina’s collarbone. Nina didn’t move. She just adjusted slightly, pulling the blanket higher over both of them, one hand resting across Leigh’s thigh like it belonged there.
Jules leaned into me without warning, her shoulder pressing firm against mine. She was warm, even through her sweater. I didn’t shift away. She didn’t look at me.
“You good?” she asked, voice low, barely above the wind still rattling the windows.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not cold?”
“No.”
“Too warm, maybe?”
I didn’t answer it. I heard her smirk more than saw it.
She turned her head slowly until her mouth was near my ear, her breath brushing my skin. “You’re trying so hard not to touch us.”
“I’m already touching you.”
“Not the way you want to though.”
That landed deeper than I expected. My pulse kicked up a notch. I kept my hands where they were, knees bent under the blanket, palms flat to the cushion. But I could feel her smile without seeing it.
Nina’s eyes opened briefly. She saw Jules leaning into me. Saw the way I sat stiff, like a man trapped. She smiled, slow, lazy, and leaned her cheek against Leigh’s hair without saying a word.
My back ached, but I didn’t shift. The weight of Jules against my side. Nina’s legs brushing mine under the blanket when she adjusted. Leigh’s bare foot slipping closer as she curled in tighter, unconscious, trusting.
I wasn’t thinking about the house anymore.
Not the floor joists. Not the fuse box. Not the water shutoff I was supposed to check in the morning. Not the spreadsheet my cousin had sent with projected renovation costs and resale estimates.
I was thinking about heat.
Skin.
Contact.
What it meant to be pulled into something soft, slow, not mine to touch but touching anyway.
Jules tilted her head just enough to whisper, “You should’ve left when you had the chance, you know.” I didn’t know if she meant that evening or the whole house.
When I woke, the light was faint through the curtains and the house was humming again. power back, fridge kicking, heat running, quiet and steady like the night hadn’t happened. The blanket was still over me, but the space beside me was empty. I sat up slow, my back stiff from the couch, my neck sore where I’d half-dozed with Jules against me.
The girls were already moving around. I heard the shower running upstairs. Cabinets opened and closed. Mugs clinked. The kitchen smelled like toast and something citrusy.
I folded the blanket and set it back on the couch. For a second I stood there with my hand on it, thinking maybe I’d imagined how close it all got. Then I heard laughter,  Leigh’s voice, light and fast, followed by Nina’s deeper one, teasing.
I stepped into the kitchen and stopped.
They were all there. Nina in a hoodie and underwear, barefoot, standing at the toaster. Leigh on the counter, legs swinging, tank top riding up just enough to show a clean line of hip. Jules at the sink, hair tied up, no bra under her shirt. All three turned as I came in.
“Morning,” Nina said, like nothing was different.
Leigh grinned. “You sleep okay?”
“I didn’t sleep much.”
“That makes four of us.”
Jules handed me a mug without asking. Black coffee, hot, already made. Her fingers lingered on mine for half a beat too long before she stepped away.
No one talked about the night before. But none of them avoided me, either.
They moved around me in close arcs, brushing past, leaning near, resting hands on the counter just beside mine. I was surrounded, and every inch of it felt closer. Not aggressive. Not planned. But tuned to me now. Like they’d seen how far they could go, and now they were wanting more, wanting closer.
“You going to fix anything today?” Leigh asked, reaching up to open a cabinet, her shirt lifting with the stretch right beside my face.
“Depends what’s broken.”
“Not much left,” Nina said, sipping her juice. “You’ve been pretty thorough.”
“Maybe we’ll start breaking things on purpose,” Jules added, not looking at me.
Later that afternoon, I was in the backyard clearing out the last of the gutter debris when I heard the sliding door open behind me. I turned to see all three of them stepping out, barefoot in socks and oversized sweaters, drinks in hand, the kind of half-dressed comfort that made it hard to believe this was still just my family’s rental house.
Leigh flopped down on the edge of the deck first, crossing her legs, sipping from a bottle of kombucha. Nina and Jules took the steps slower, settling beside her, hips pressed, their hair still damp from showers.
“You need help?” Leigh called out, pretending like she might get up.
“I’m good.”
“You’re always good,” Jules said, smirking.
Nina grinned, leaning back on her elbows. “You ever get tired of doing all this for us?”
I looked at her. “I’m not doing it for you.” I realized how it sounded.
It earned a snort from Jules. “Please.”
Leigh looked at the sky. “If I could design the perfect setup, it’d be this. Rent so low it’s basically charity, everything gets magically fixed, and there’s a hot guy who lives upstairs.”
“Hot guy who doesn’t demand attention,” Jules added. “Very important detail.”
“No boyfriend drama,” Nina said. “No explaining your day. No dealing with insecurity.”
“Landlord with benefits,” Leigh said, like she’d just landed the phrase that mattered.
That made all three of them laugh.
“Split evenly between tenants,” Jules added. “Equal rights. Equal access.”
I didn’t say anything. I just stood there with gloves on, debris bag half-filled, unsure where the line had gone, or if it ever existed to begin with.
Leigh looked up at me then, one eyebrow raised. “What? Too honest?”
“No,” I said. But yes, I thought. Except I wasn’t being honest at all with them.
They all looked at me.
Jules tilted her head. “Then what are you thinking?”
I dropped the gloves into the bag, tied it off. “I think you know what that sounds like.”
“We do,” Nina said. “That’s why we said it.”
None of them looked away. Leigh's legs swung slowly. Jules’s fingers traced the lip of her cup. Nina just watched me, like she’d already made peace with the way things were headed.
That night I came down late to grab something from the fridge. The house was quiet, no music, no TV, just the soft hum of the furnace and the occasional creak of settling floors. The hallway lights were off, but the kitchen glowed faint from a single lamp over the sink.
Nina was there, sitting on the counter, legs drawn up, knees apart. Her sleep shirt barely reached mid-thigh, and she didn’t flinch when I walked in. Her eyes tracked me across the room, slow and deliberate.
“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, voice low.
“No.”
She tilted her head, studying me. “You always get weird after we mess with you.”
“You think it’s just messing?”
“I think you’re scared to answer.”
I opened the fridge, grabbed a bottle of water, closed it again. Her reflection was in the glass, bare legs swinging, hands folded between her thighs, head tilted slightly like she was already waiting for the next thing I wouldn’t say.
“You don’t get it,” I said. “You think this kind of thing is just a game.”
Nina hopped down without warning, landing soft on her feet. She didn’t step back. She stood right in front of me, close enough that I felt her body heat, the warmth of her breath when she spoke again.
“You fix everything except the part we’re actually asking for.”
Her tone wasn’t mocking anymore. No teasing. Just quiet truth. Her eyes didn’t waver.
Then Jules came in behind us.
She froze for a second, saw how close we were, and smirked instead of backing out. She wore nothing but a tank and underwear, her hair up, skin flushed like she’d just come from a hot bath. She walked straight past us and pulled open the cabinet, grabbing a glass.
“Midnight meeting?” she asked.
“Something like that,” Nina murmured, not turning.
Jules filled her glass and leaned against the counter beside us, her shoulder brushing mine. She looked between the two of us like we were part of the same question. I didn’t move. Neither did Nina.
“You know,” Jules said slowly, “it doesn’t have to be complicated.”
Nina looked at her, then looked at me.
“You’re the one making it complicated,” she said.
The fridge hummed again, loud in the silence that followed.
They left first, both of them, Nina and Jules, without saying anything more. Just quiet glances, slow movements, and bare skin disappearing into the dark hallway. I stayed in the kitchen longer, finishing my water, hands still on the bottle after it was empty, forehead pressed once against the fridge door just to feel something cold.
I turned off the light and started back up the stairs.
Leigh’s door was half open.
I didn’t mean to stop, but I did. Just for a second. The glow from her laptop lit the far side of her room, she was curled on her bed in a fitted T-shirt and nothing else, legs bare, propped up on one elbow with a notebook beside her. She didn’t startle. She didn’t pull the blanket over herself. She just looked up when she saw me.
“You okay?” she asked.
I didn’t answer.
She sat up. The hem of the shirt rode higher, pulling at her hip. She didn’t adjust it.
“You can come in. Just sit.”
I didn’t move.
“I’m not playing,” she added.
I stepped in and closed the door behind me.
She didn’t look away. I stood at the edge of the room for a long second, then walked over and sat on the edge of her bed, careful, rigid, barely touching the comforter.
Leigh stayed quiet, watching. Her knee brushed against mine, warm skin on denim. She shifted slightly closer.
“I like you here,” she said. “In the house. I don’t know if that’s okay to say. But I do.”
I turned toward her. She met my eyes.
Her hand found my wrist, slow, gentle. Her fingers curled around it, not pulling, not guiding. Just holding.
Then she leaned in.
Her mouth was close. Not touching. Breath warm. I could feel the moment pressing in, sharp and heavy and real. My hands stayed flat on my thighs, jaw tight, heart loud in my ears.
After a few seconds she leaned her forehead to mine. Stayed there. Breathing.
Then she whispered, “Tell me when to stop.”
I slipped down beside her. We embraced, and she undid my pants, pushed them down my legs first with her hands and then with her feet. She covered her mouth to muffle her laughter when she reached and found my underwear had gone down with my pants.
“It’s okay,” she whispered, tucking my hair behind my ear, her nails scratching my neck.
When I entered her, her back arched high and her fingers pulled my hair. I buried my mouth into her neck and she met my thrusts with her hips snapping up.
I grimaced into her shoulder she was gripping me so tightly.
I wasn’t long for it, especially when she spasmed hard and gripped the sheets stiff enough to pull them free. She silently punched my back and breathlessly held a tortured face. I pulled out just in time, but she squealed and dove down to catch me in her mouth.
She came up licking her lips and swallowing and smiled at me as though it was a coffee we shared. I made my way up to the top of the house unsure what would change now.
I wasn’t left to wonder long. It was only just past midnight when the knock came.
Three quick taps, soft against the attic door. I sat up on the edge of the bed, still dressed, the room lit only by the hallway light bleeding through the bottom crack. I didn’t speak. Just stood, crossed the floor, and opened it.
Nina stood barefoot in a long, baggie hoodie zipped halfway, nothing under it but skin and thin black panties. Her hair was down, no makeup, and no need of it, either. Her eyes held some just-then forming idea less playful and more determined than before.
“I can’t sleep,” she said, then paused half way through pushing past me. “Can I come in?”
I stepped aside. She moved past me without further hesitation, walked to the far end of the room, and looked out the high, small window over the backyard. The moonlight lit the edge of her face. I shut the door.
“I thought you’d come to my room,” she said softly. “After the kitchen.”
“I couldn’t do that, you know that. I’m the landlord.”
She turned to face me. “Not couldn’t. Wouldn’t.”
She crossed the floor toward me, slow, deliberate, until she was square in front of me. She looked up into my face and pressed her hands flat against my chest, sliding them down to my stomach, not playfully, but with determination.
“I know you want it,” she whispered. “I see it every time you’re near me.”
My hands hovered near her hips. I hadn’t touched her yet.
She reached up, grabbed the back of my neck, and pulled me into her mouth.
Her kiss was open, warm, full of heat and hunger she didn’t try to hide. Her body pressed against mine, bare thighs, soft curves, her breath cutting sharp when I grabbed her waist and held harder against me. My mouth moved against hers with no further thinking. My hand slid under her hoodie, found the small of her back, the top of her panties, the curve of her ass. I squeezed her too hard.
She gasped when I lifted her up, pushed her gently back onto my bed. I came down over her, weight balanced, her legs parting slowly under mine.
Then I stopped.
She opened her eyes.
“You don’t want to?”
“I do.” I pulled back, just enough to breathe. “That’s the problem.”
She stared up at me, chest rising and falling rapidly, lips open and wet, eyes searching mine.
I got up and off her, walked to the door, rested my hand on the knob, jaw tight. I couldn’t look at her, couldn’t open my eyes.
In the morning, I came down late deliberately. The kitchen was already busy: Jules at the table with her laptop open, Leigh leaning on the counter with a piece of toast in her hand, Nina leaning against the sink in a clean shirt, hair tied back. They were talking about something, class readings, maybe, but the moment I stepped in, all three of them stopped and looked at me. Not startled. Not surprised. Just turning vague attention to me.
Nina didn’t avoid my eyes. She didn’t smirk, either, didn’t pretend anything. She just watched me, her gaze steady while I opened the fridge and pulled out a half-empty jug of orange juice. I poured a glass and stood there, unsure where to go, unsure if I still belonged in my own house.
Jules closed her laptop slowly.
“You sleep okay?” she asked with over-done cheeriness.
“Eventually.”
Leigh bit into her toast. “You forgot laundry day. The machine stopped again.”
“I’ll look at it later today.”
“Maybe sooner than later,” she said. “We’re kind of depending on you, you know.”
Nina’s mouth twitched like she might say something, but she didn’t. She just pushed away from the counter, walked past me so close I could feel the heat of her skin through her shirt. She didn’t touch me, but she made sure I noticed her.
Jules tilted her head. “Something happen?”
I kept quiet.
Leigh slid off the counter and stood near me, too close for simply casual. She reached past me to grab a spoon from the drawer, too, her hip brushing mine as she moved. Her voice dropped slightly.
“You’re very quiet.”
“I’ve got work to do. Thinking it out.”
Jules nodded. “Yeah. You do.”
She stood now, too, walking toward the hallway, stopping just long enough to let her hand trail across my lower back before disappearing around the corner.
Leigh leaned back against the counter, watching me over the rim of her glass. “You know,” she said, “We’re not really the jealous type.”
She sipped once more, then walked out barefoot, hair swinging behind her, nothing but soft cotton and silent footsteps.
I was upstairs pulling cracked tiles from the attic bathroom wall when my phone buzzed. I let it go at first, kept working, didn’t want to lose my rhythm. Then it buzzed again. And again. I wiped my hands, pulled it from my pocket, and saw the name.
Dana, my sister.
I gave in and answered on the third ring.
“Hey,” I said, already bracing for it.
“I’ve been emailing you. You’re ignoring us now?”
“No,” I said. “I’ve been busy with the house.”
“Well then maybe you should check your email before we assume we have to come down there and do it ourselves.”
“I sent over the contractor list,” she went on, me sure I could see her filing her fingernails with her legs crossed, the phone caught between her cheek and shoulder. “The flooring guy’s available next week. You need to let him in and walk him through. He needs exact square footage. The appraiser’s booked for the end of the month, so we need everything cosmetic finished before then. Light fixtures, trim, all of that shit. The lawyer wants a rough timeline for when the house can hit the market.”
She said it like it was all so obvious, like none of it might be complicated.
“I’m not sure it’ll be ready by then,” I said carefully.
“Well, make it ready. This isn’t one of your art projects. It’s family property. We’re not sinking another year into tax and maintenance while you play house.”
“I’m not playing anything.”
Dana’s voice snapped sharp. “Then stop acting like it. Walter’s not coming back. The tenants will get their legal notice. You do your part and everyone gets paid. Including, I might add, you. That’s how this works.”
The call ended before I could say anything.
I stood in the half-lit bathroom, staring at the phone in my hand, tile dust on my knuckles, jaw clenched. Below me, the house was still humming, faint music from someone’s phone, the smell of tea or coffee drifting up the stairs, bare feet padding over old floors. Laughter.
They had no idea what was coming. They thought I was there to fix things for them, that I was staying there because I wanted to.
Like I had the choice to.
I looked down at the tile in my hand, the sharp edge where it had cracked away from the wall. This wasn’t just a secret anymore. It was a fuse.
The next email came at 10 a.m., just as I was grouting the tile. Dana had cc’d the whole family, my mother, my uncle, the estate lawyer. Subject line: “Next Steps / Hard Timeline.” The message was blunt.
“We’ve been patient, but the market window won’t stay open. The tenants need formal notice by the 15th. We’ll begin staging for listing next month. Please confirm you’re proceeding.”
No warmth. No ask. Just instruction, and a lot of assumption, including those things I was already carrying out.
I stared at it with sawdust on my fingers, heart dragging heavy in my chest.
That afternoon, Jules caught me alone in the living room, reattaching a window trim. She walked in carrying two mugs of coffee, handed me one without asking, and dropped into the couch.
“You’re avoiding us,” she said.
“I’m working.”
I kept the drill in my hand.
She tucked one leg under herself and took a sip. “Something’s changed.”
“Yeah.”
She didn’t flinch. “It’s Nina, right?”
I looked at her. She met my gaze back traight on, blinked twice slowly.
“She told us,” Jules said. “Not everything.”
I still said nothing.
“You kissed her. You touched her. You wanted it.”
I couldn’t deny it.
Jules leaned back, watching me over the rim of her cup.
“Nobody’s mad,” she said. “But if you think you can go about it quietly and pretend none of this is happening, you’re wrong.”
“I never asked for any of it.”
“No,” she said softly. “But you do just let it happen.”
That struck too close to what Dana had said.
Jules stood and crossed over to me, slow, easy, like she wasn’t crossing any lines at all. She set her cup down on the end table, reached out, and brushed sawdust off my shirt. Her fingers trailed too long across my chest.
“We know you’re not staying for good,” she said. “But maybe don’t lie about it while you’re climbing in our beds.”
I couldn’t respond.
She left the room without another word.
That night, I got another message, from the lawyer this time.
“Notice period must be delivered in writing. Two weeks required. AAny delay could risk probate delay and sale complications. Please handle discreetly.”
Discreetly. Like they weren’t people, but just names on paper.
I sat in the dark hallway long after that, not moving. Behind one door, Leigh’s voice, soft music, maybe a laugh. Behind another, the clack of Jules’s keyboard. Upstairs, the sound of Nina walking, her bare feet on the floorboards I still hadn’t fixed.
The next few days blurred. I worked more than necessary, repainting trim that didn’t need it, caulking seams no one would see, cleaning out the basement like someone was already packing boxes. I stayed busy to steer clear.
But the girls didn’t let me. They pulled closer.
Leigh caught me in the laundry room. I was tightening the dryer’s vent clamp when she came in barefoot, fresh from the shower, wet hair dripping onto the thin fabric of her tank top. She didn’t reach for anything, just stood beside me, arms folded, hip against the washing machine, watching me.
“You’ve been very weird lately,” she said.
“I’ve been working.”
“You’re not fooling anyone.”
She stepped closer. The heat off her skin rolled over me.
“You think we don’t notice when someone’s getting ready to leave?” Her voice was low, flat, steady. “You’ve been clearing things out. Replacing everything like it’s not even for us.”
Her arm brushed mine and she didn’t move back.
“I’m not stupid,” she said. “You don’t look at me the way you did before.”
I stood up slowly, wiping my hands on a rag. “That’s not what’s happening.”
“Then tell us what is.”
She looked at me, lips parted like she might say something else, then walked out without waiting for an answer.
The next morning, Jules had taken over the kitchen. I came down to fix the wobbly cabinet doors, and she was already there, stretching on tiptoes to reach the shelf, her top riding up, bare legs long and crossed at the ankle.
She didn’t move when I stepped in behind her. “You ever think about just staying?” she asked, her back still to me.
“Staying where?”
“Here, dummy. With us. Forget whatever you’re being told to do.”
I didn’t answer.
She turned around slowly, her face inches from mine. “We’d make it worth it.”
“That’s not fair.”
“You kissed Nina,” she said. “You almost fucked Leigh.”
She leaned closer, her voice a whisper now. “Don’t act like this is just about plumbing and patching things up.”
She didn’t kiss me, but she came close. And I didn’t step back. I waited just long enough for her to know I wanted it, and then I turned away.
Later that day, Nina walked past me in the hall, brushed her hand down my back. It wasn’t an accident.
It started with another door knock. Light, once, then again. I was lying on my bed, half dressed, half asleep, when I opened my eyes and heard it a third time. No urgency. Just patient waiting.
I opened it and Nina stepped in without saying a word. She wore a long sleep shirt and nothing underneath, bare thighs, bare feet, the cotton clinging to her body like it had been slept in. Her eyes were tired. Not playful. Just her.
“I’m not trying to confuse you anymore,” she said, barely above a whisper. “I just need something that isn’t a lie right now.”
She came closer, stopped just short of touching, and looked up at me like she was checking one last time to be sure. I didn’t stop her.
She leaned in and kissed me, slow, breath hot, no hesitation. Her mouth opened to mine like she’d already dreamed about it. I kissed her back, pulled her tight by the waist, felt her hands in my shirt, under it, fingers dragging over my skin like she wanted to memorize me.
She climbed into my lap without breaking the kiss, legs straddling me, sleep shirt rising over her hips, me falling back down to sit on the edge of the bed. Her bare core pressed down over the front of my pants and she rolled her hips once, slow, deep, her breath catching in her throat when she felt me get hard underneath her.
I gripped her ass with both hands, firm, lifting her, shifting her, guiding her motion. Her head dropped to my shoulder, hair brushing my face, her lips open at my neck as she moved. Her whole body was shaking now, quiet gasps, short exhales, chest against mine.
She reached down between us, pulled at my waistband, her fingers slipping inside.
That’s when I stopped her. I held her wrists. Not rough, but still.
She didn’t pull away. She just stayed there in my lap, body pressed to mine, panting against my collarbone.
“You don’t want this?” she whispered.
“I do.”
“Then what?”
I held her tighter. She rested her forehead against mine, eyes closed. She kissed me once more, softer this time, slower, like it was already goodbye, and slid off my lap. She pulled her shirt down, turned without a word, and left the room barefoot, door clicking shut behind her.
The call came the next morning before sunrise. My phone lit the ceiling in the dark, “Do Not Answer, MOM” on the screen. I almost didn’t answer, but the guilt woke me.
“You’re still there?” she asked, skipping any greeting.
“I am.”
“You were supposed to have the contractor walk-through done already. Dana says you haven’t confirmed a date.”
“I’m working on it.”
“Working on what? You don’t have a job, you don’t have rent, you don’t have a reason to stall. You fix a few pipes and suddenly you’re indispensable?” Her voice sharpened. “We’re not holding this property forever, Daniel.”
“It’s just not ready, ”
“It’ll never be ‘ready’ if you keep getting sentimental about that dump. Your grandfather kept it like a shrine and now you’re doing the same. You’re thirty-five years old, not a student. You finish it, you send notice, you come home. We’ll handle the sale.”
The line went quiet long enough for me to hear her breathing. Then she said, softer, “You’re not a bad person for letting go of it. Stop pretending this is about him.”
The call ended before I could reply.
Downstairs, the house was already awake. The smell of coffee, soft music from a phone speaker, bare feet on the kitchen tile. Leigh was laughing at something Jules said; Nina’s voice drifted through the open doorway, low and easy, like last night hadn’t happened.
I sat on the top stair, phone still in my hand, pulse running hot. My family wanted signatures, square footage, staged photographs. These girls wanted warmth, space, attention. And I was right in the middle, one world calling me a failure, the other thinking I wasn’t.
Leigh looked up when she saw me and smiled. “Morning, landlord.”
Jules added, “Coffee’s still hot.”
Nina didn’t speak. She just held my gaze across the room for a second longer, the same unspoken question in her eyes.
I came back from the hardware store with a new vent cap and fresh tubes of caulk. The sun was out. The wind had finally dropped. It almost felt like any other late morning.
I stepped through the front door and immediately felt it, quiet, but wrong. The kind of stillness that says people are talking in another room and it’s about you.
The hallway smelled like coffee and toast. I heard low voices. A drawer closing. Paper rustling.
Then Jules appeared, holding a folded letter in her hand. Her expression wasn’t angry. It was blank, which was worse.
She handed it to me.
I opened it. Read the first lines.
“:This letter serves as your official 14-day notice of tenancy termination. Property ownership transfer pending. Listing preparations will begin the first week of April.”
It was the lawyer’s letter. Dana must’ve mailed copies directly.
Jules watched me read it. No flinch. No smirk. Just a cold stillness I hadn’t seen from her before.
“I found it on the counter,” she said. “Nina brought the mail in.”
I looked up. Nina stood behind her, arms crossed, face unreadable. Leigh hovered in the doorway near the kitchen, not stepping forward, but not walking away.
“I was going to tell you,” I said.
“When?” Jules asked. “After the sign went up?”
I chewed my cheek.
“You’ve been sleeping in our house. Eating with us. Working right next to us. And the whole time you were prepping it for someone else.”
“It’s not like that.”
“It’s exactly like that.”
I looked to Nina. Her arms were still folded. Her eyes never left mine.
“You kissed me,” she said. “You let me . . . ” Her voice caught. She shook her head. “You didn’t stop because it was wrong. You stopped because it would’ve made your job worse.”
Leigh hadn’t moved. She wasn’t looking at me, just at the floor. Her bare feet pressed tight together.
“I never lied,” I said, quieter now.
“No,” Jules said, stepping back. “You just let us believe something else.”
I stood there with the letter still in my hand while all three of them drifted away, Nina back up the stairs, Leigh into the kitchen, Jules last to go, pausing once at the base of the stairs.
“You should probably finish the trim,” she said, voice flat. “The listing photos are coming soon.”
Then she turned and left me in the hallway, alone.
The house creaked as it settled around me. The same house I’d nearly made something out of. The same house I’d just destroyed.
Sometime after midnight, I found myself in the attic crawlspace, half storage, half dust pit, stacked with cracked bins, old tax folders, yellowed envelopes. I wasn’t looking for anything. I just needed to feel like I still had access to something they hadn’t already decided to sell.
Near the back, I found a heavy folder tied with twine. Not labeled. Just a folder stuffed full of pages.
Inside: letters. Dozens. Some typed, some written longhand in tight, careful script. All addressed from Walter. Most never sent.
They weren’t about the house. They were about me.
“Daniel isn’t cut out for their world. They know it. He knows it. But they’ll gut him clean for scraps if he stays too close.”
“I told them to leave him the house. They nodded. But I could see it already. They’re waiting. Waiting for me to die so they can take it back and bury him in the sale. They have the lawyers ready to lay in the kill shot.”
“He never mattered to them. Not even once.”
My throat tightened. I kept reading. There were years of this, warnings, regrets, thoughts my grandfather never shared out loud. A whole second life in ink and bitterness. All of them addressed to whom? Had he been writing letters to himself?
At the bottom of the last page was one line, barely legible:
“If you find this, know this: they don’t deserve one goddamn bent nail in all this whole place.”
I stared at it for a long time.
Then I heard the girls laughing downstairs, faint, distant, unaware.
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